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The Game of Masks

hilosophy is a serious business and to suggest
that it is a game of masks may give the wrong
impression. However, from Plato to Nietzsche
this was how philosophy has been presented. Do
we meet the real Socrates when we read Plato’s
dialogues, or do we read Plato’s opinion? I call this
use of another character a mask and I am interested
in the philosophical significance of masks. Nietzsche
used the masks of Dionysus, Zarathustra, and the
Overman.
In his Attempt at a Self-Criticism which was added to
the 1886 edition of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche
criticised his first book for using the voices of Kant
and Schopenhauer. Was Nietzsche, right? I think
the use of these two masks helped him to enter the
philosophical arena and to conduct an experiment
with Greek thought. But as he said, he had mistaken
the Greek problem for a modern European one.
But why did Nietzsche need a mask? Masks have
been used in plays, novels and poetry as literary
devices. But in philosophy the masks have helped
philosophers to engage with questions the solutions
to which were already available. Nietzsche’s concern
with Kant and Schopenhauer is directly philosophical
and not literary and it is concerned with metaphysics.
Their metaphysics he later goes on to reject. But
being his first book, he accepted their views, and this
was to his regret.
What Nietzsche’s experience shows is that a mask
should be used in a creative way. It is not to be used
to highlight personas from the history of philosophy,
but to make these personas speak according to how
you wish them to think. One remarkable example of
engagement on this level is the many books Deleuze
wrote on famous philosophers, such as Hume, Kant,
Leibniz, Spinoza, Bergson and Nietzsche. These
books are remarkable for being well informed of

their subject matters, but also for using them as
masks to express Deleuze’s ideas. His advocacy of
a metaphysics of immanence and his anti-humanism
show up in all these books. He seems to have his
own ideas already and attempts a reconstruction
of a philosopher’s thought, which I call a mask, to
express his own thoughts. Sometime his thought is
at odds with the accepted interpretation of a thought,
such as the Eternal Return in Nietzsche. For him,
the Eternal Return is not the return of the same but a
return of a difference. He does not distort the views
of his mask but gives a well-argued case to make the
mask speak with his own voice. This is the opposite
of Nietzsche’s early engagement with Kant and
Schopenhauer.
To explain the difference between Deleuze and
Nietzsche or to talk about the use of masks generally,
here is an idea taken from Deleuze’s book on Bergson.
There are two ways of engaging with a philosopher.
There is engagement at the level of the question or
the philosophical problem, and there is engagement
at the level of the answer. Engagement with the
problem allows one freedom and creativity. It gets
to the problem that concerned the given philosopher.
It is here that the engagement has its best chance of
using the original text as a proper mask for one’s own
concerns. This is the way Deleuze engages with his
mask. The other level of engagement is at the level
of the answer which limits freedom of thinking about
the issues raised by the original philosopher. It means
that one is limited by the answers given or that one is
falling under the power of the mask.
Perhaps, I have used both Nietzsche and Deleuze
here as masks. This shows the importance of masks
in getting engaged with philosophy at all levels.
But I hope that my engagement is at the level of the
question and has been creative.

The Editor
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Philosophy

Property: The Great Liberal Deceit*
Property has a strong hold on the mind of political philosophers. What is
property? What is its origin? What is its relationship to freedom? The article
below takes issues with liberal philosophers, such as Rawls and Nozick, as well
as socialist philosophers, such as Proudhon.

ERIC LONGLEY
What Is Private Property?

There are of course legal definitions which all
amount generally to the same thing that a thing,
not necessarily a corporeal thing is held, used,
controlled, or otherwise managed exclusively by
a person or other legal entity. The most obvious
example of property is that of land.

Eric Longley
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There is a propensity amongst philosophers to look
for root causes in philosophy’s perceived problems,
notably its lack of forward progress, as due to its
history or more accurately for failures/errors of the
past. This is nowhere more the case than with the
German Idealists each stretching back to overcome
the problems of their predecessors. Hegel looks
back to Kant, Marx looks back to Hegel and
Heidegger looks back to the ancient Greeks. The
German idealists are not alone in looking over their
shoulder and what has gone before to move forward.
It’s not such bad method to revisit the successes of
the past to understand through 20/20 hindsight what
roadblocks were encountered then or have surfaced
since to fashion philosophy’s overcoming of itself.
The origins of this essay/presentation are in part
prompted by a rejection of what has gone before.
It is also motivated by philosophy’s own failure to
consider its own ability to blind itself. That which
is obvious is all too often the hardest to see and
understand.
The Wednesday
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Ownership of property comes in different forms.
For example, an individual might have the exclusive
use of property during the life of the individual or
of the property whichever expires first. But this
right of use may not extend to the right to be able
to pass on the property either by way of sale and/or
gift or inheritance. The right of disposal may not be
included in the bundle of property rights attaching
to the property. What appears to be necessary
is that a property right, however expressed or
limited, provides a degree of exclusion either to
use, enjoyment and/or occupation even where that
degree of exclusion is time limited (for example
a rental over a fixed period) .The sine qua non of
property is that it has an exclusive relationship with
the owner be it temporal, geographical or limited
in some other way, exclusivity is the hall mark of
property – it is the relationship of beings to private
property either they enjoy an exclusive relationship
or are excluded in part or entirely. Property then
defines not just the relationship between things but
between humans.
Private property butts up against the idea of
freedom. How can a person be free if they are
excluded from property? For example, using a rural
idyllic example, the shepherd denied access to the
slopes to allow the sheep to feed because the slopes
are owned by someone else as private property. The
denial of access to the shepherd to feed the flock
in turn denying the shepherd a livelihood is an

impingement on the shepherd’s freedom The denial
of access to resources may be seen to be a denial of
freedom unless of course freedom is conceptualised
as being untouched by access to resources.
Property is not confined to land but encompasses
financial capital, various assets and things.
We last visited property in the guise of the liberal
humanist project to redistribute property most
notably in the works of John Rawls. The attraction
of Rawls approach to liberal capitalism is that it
accepts private property not just as a fact but as an
essential part of human being. The two main stays
of Rawls’ tenet are first that there should be ‘equal
basic liberty’ for each and every individual. The
constraining principle here is ‘basic’ so it is not
an absolute freedom but a limited freedom. The
second stay of Rawls’ argument is twofold; first
that the inequalities of social existence are justified
only in so much as they exist against a backdrop
of opportunity. The second part of this twofold
approach is that differences are acceptable to the
extent that they are of benefit to the least advantaged
members of society.
It is axiomatic to Rawls that freedom and justice
must allow ownership of private property. This
is a guiding principle and prevents Rawls from
abandoning private property as being useful and
investigating different social constructions. Rawls
also accepts social inequality in principle, his
argument is merely the amount of social inequality.
This approach overcomes the classical approach
that tries to overcome the antinomy of freedom
versus existent social inequality. It is a classic
liberal fudge.
There is much to admire about Rawls’ attempt to
construct a property-owning democracy which
seeks fairness and justice. Liberal humanists are
attracted to the Rawls’ argument because among
other things it accepts private property and seeks
not to remove it but mitigate it. Where the idea
of private property saturates our cultural, social
and economic existence it is easier to accept,
to recognise its pernicious effect, and to seek
mitigation than to review the root causes of private
property to question its long-term usefulness in the
context of freedom, economic liberty and equal
access to resources.

Rawls

There is also much to criticise, challenge and
contest in Rawls’ formulations but where these are
exercised within the framework of Rawls’ proposals
they are merely tinkering with the problem, it is
philosophy blind to itself. If we accept that Rawls
is not aiming for complete equality but a limited
version of equality (of access to resources) then we
have a muted criticism of Rawls, that is to accept
that we are not equal and therefore not free. If we
take the view that equality leads to liberty or is an
essential part of liberty, then Rawls fails and the
liberal humanist project fails.
Rawls permits private property and although he
acknowledges implicitly its dysfunctional aspects,
not least in equality of access to resources, he
merely seeks to mitigate the disparity in access.
This is a path well-trodden by liberal reformers and
forms a part of the backbone of the welfare state.
The use of social policy and taxation to mitigate
the differences itself leads to restricting certain
freedoms. Nozick attacks the use of taxation in this
way as illegitimate coercion by the state amounting
to forced labour. It is a strong rebuttal which
Rawlsians have difficulty refuting. Whilst liberal
humanists accept private property the Nozick
argument will always have traction.
The dispute between Rawls and Nozick mirrors
previous debates in history as to the role of the state
Issue No. 166 04/05/2022
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and the meaning of liberty, justice and security.
The Rawls/Nozick debate centres on the notion of
liberty versus the role of the State. This is to ignore
the blindingly obvious that without a notion of
property the role of the State is likely to be markedly
different. The debate is conducted as though
private property were always a given - philosophy
is blind to the obvious, that property gives rise to
the superstructural cultural and political issues
of liberty and equality, it is not the case that the
equality and liberty give rise to property. Private
property is the elephant in the room.
It is, as Marxist are wont to say, no coincidence that
philosophy has generally accepted private property
as a right - one only has to read Kant, Fichte and
Hegel to see that private property is accepted as
a right. There have been various thinkers such as
Rosseau and Locke who have dealt with property
but in the context of liberty and the state. An outright
rejection of property as a right first surfaces clearly
in the 1800s with the growth of socialism and its
allies.
We can review private property from a variety of
different perspectives. It might be helpful to first
view the origins of private property as they have
been popularly thought.

Property Is Theft

A popular strap line for equality and liberty. PierreJoseph Proudhon (1809 - 1865) coined the phrase
in 1840. Reviled as an anarchist, revolutionary and
communist Proudhon may be better understood as
a utopian moralist. Proudhon despised capitalism/
property as much as he despised communism;
“Property is the exploitation of the weak by the
strong. Communism is the exploitation of the strong
by the weak.” Surely a phrase worthy of Nietzsche?

4

Proudhon is not an easy read. The phrase ‘property
is theft’ is itself a conundrum wrapped around an
enigma. For theft to exist there has to be property.
But theft does not necessarily follow the creation of
property, or does it? Proudhon’s view would be that
it does. That prior to private property all property
was available to all to possess or use. Notice not
owned by all but available or used by all without
any exclusivity of enjoyment, use or availability.
If property existed prior to private property, it
would likely be communal property, but it would
The Wednesday
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still be property and arguably there would be an
exclusivity even if only temporary, seasonal, or
geographical as for example one farmer uses the
land this year another the year after. Communal
allocation of property merely disguises or mitigates
the exclusive characteristic but does not abolish
it. At this point there seems little difference
between Rawls’ redistributive justice and primitive
communal allocation of resources.
It is difficult to see how even communal property
can exist without an exclusivity characteristic even
if only to manage the land. If there is no exclusivity
there can be no property.
Proudhon leans heavily on jurisprudence both to
deploy it as an assault against his opponents and
because it enables him to open the concept of
property to examination. Proudhon makes the point
that there is a difference between jus in re and jus
ad rem. The former can be viewed as the right to
a thing and the latter as the right in a thing. For
example, the tenant farmer has jus in re, the right to
the crops he tills but the freeholder has the right to
the land itself, the right in the thing. Here Proudhon
is separating possession from ownership as later he
will want to argue that possession does not of itself
give rise to the right of property. Possession is more
amenable to communal usage whereas property per
se is not.
Proudhon considers some of the justifications for
private property. Property as a civil right born of
occupation contrasts and conflicts with property
as a natural right originating in labour. In both
cases Proudhon questions how property as an
exclusive right can come into being of itself, that
is how occupation or labour themselves can give
rise to property rights. Proudhon demonstrates
how the various justifications for property are all
born without reason - that is the property rights
are not derived necessarily from occupation and/or
labour. In showing this Proudhon is exposing the
hollowness of previous justifications for property
and, consequentially, for inequality.
Property as a divine right is given short shrift with
the response, if so, why do I not have any? God
is clearly not on the side of equality! If we swap
divine right for common acceptance of private
property we come to the same question, why do

I not have any? Rawls’ answer is to ration it out
according to some formula. In Rawls’ proposal
there is a redistribution, but the question remains
hanging why I do have less than others. It is not
the actual ownership of resources but that there is
still a marked and perceivable inequality in access
to resources.
Proudhon’s difference between possession and
property is ultimately not sustainable. Proudhon’s
possession amounts to property by another name.
If possession is mutually agreed and allocated it
is still an exclusive arrangement albeit in time or
territory. Proudhon wishes to abolish government
and replace it with government! Government
constructed in a different way but still a governing
body in form, outlook and powers. The separation
of possession from property helps understand how
property might have come into being, the possessor
claiming title and with the arrival of law legal title,
but that is just a history of might prevailing over
mutuality.
The attack on property by Proudhon does not
explain comprehensively the theoretical or
historical origins of property but it does amount to
a powerful attack on social inequality perpetuated
by property. The thrust of Proudhon’s challenge is
against inequality. Unlike his contemporary Karl
Marx he does not open a discussion on property as
alienation. Proudhon’s ‘Property is Theft’ is situated
in the classic debate about the role of the state
and freedom; it does not despite claims go much
beyond that. Having said that, although Proudhon
does not explicitly deal with alienation his analysis
demonstrates a fundamental antagonism between
owners and producers (workers). It is perhaps only
a short step from here to recognising the alienating
effect of property as well.
Rawls’ is unsatisfactory because he allows
the perpetuation of social inequality. Rawls is
also unsatisfactory because he leaves intact the
antagonism between the haves and the have nots.
The argument would become about the amount of
difference not the principle. It is also the classic
Christian promise of be good today and you will
be rewarded tomorrow, the have nots are promised
better access to resources but not yet, the passage
to the promised land being deferred. Proudhon is
unsatisfactory because his prescription does not

Proudhon

abolish property merely calls it another name.
As such inequality is not abolished. The distance
between Rawls and Proudhon may not be as far
apart as followers of either may think.
If we wish to overcome social inequality, and it is
not accepted that equality is a right but merely a
popularly desirable social outcome, we must first
understand what is ‘property.’ If it is theft, we must
then work out how matters could be organised
without property and without the sleight of hand
trick of calling it something else. The liberal
humanist view is that property is inescapable, the
poor will always be with us, and the best or most
practicable desirable outcome would be to mitigate
social inequality not to strive impotently for its
unachievable abolition. That is the liberal deceit that change is unachievable.
•
This is the text of Eric Longley’s presentation to The Wednesday meeting 6th April 2022
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Follow Up

Reports of The Wednesday Meetings Held During April 2022
Written by RAHIM HASSAN

Notes of The Wednesday Meeting Held on 13th April.
Western philosophy takes a fair share of discussion in the The Wednesday meetings, but from
time to time we take a look at other philosophical traditions, for example, Eastern traditions,
to see what they have to offer. On this occasion,
we looked at Buddhism. Ruud Schuurman believes that there is a common misunderstanding
regarding Buddhism. Namely, that Buddhism is
pessimistic, negative, focused on suffering. This
misunderstanding is reinforced by being associated with Schopenhauer who seems to have
had a rather darkish personality; by the fact that
‘nirvana’ means ‘extinction’ as in extinguishing
a flame; that the lead singer of Nirvana, Kurt Kobain, committed suicide; that a Buddhist monk
set himself on fire during the Vietnam war; and
so on. But Ruud believes that Buddhism is actually optimistic, positive, as it offers a way to
overcome suffering, and thus attain happiness.
To make his point, Ruud re-formulated Buddhism in terms of happiness, and –jokingly– calls
it ‘Happynism: A positive take on Buddhism.’

6

He started from the Four Noble Truths –the
core teaching of Buddhism– and reformulated
them in terms of happiness. That is possible,

Pure Happiness
The Wednesday
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according to Ruud, because suffering and
happiness are two sides of the same coin.
Thus, he can simply invert the Four Noble
Truths. He inverted the first Noble Truth from
‘There is suffering’ to ‘There is happiness’.
Accordingly, the second became ‘Happiness is
the absence of unhappiness (i.e., suffering)’;
the third, ‘It is possible to end unhappiness
(i.e., attain happiness)’, and the fourth, ‘Here
is how’.
So, now we have a new formulation of the
Four Noble Truths, and this formulation
seems reasonably acceptable. Of course,
the members of The Wednesday had many
interesting questions and objections. For
example: Is happiness really (just) the
absence of unhappiness? Is it really possible
to intentionally stive for happiness, get rid of
unhappiness? Is happiness a goal in itself, or
is it a by-product, a spontaneous happening?
Ruud argued for Happynism by comparing
happiness with health, which is the absence of
illness. Instead of dwelling on these questions,
Ruud solved them –at least in part– by calling
in the help of the Buddha for working out the
fourth Noble Truth of Happynism: how to get
rid of unhappiness. He did so, in two rounds.

Round one consisted in realizing that all
things are impermanent (annica). Not just at
a molecular or cellular level, where atoms are
flying around at high speeds, and cells are born
and die continuously. But also in daily life: My
car is old, damaged, and in need of repairs. My
body too gets older, weaker, prone to illnesses,
and closer to death. Even my thoughts and

feelings change. Thus, I can come to despise
the very person (or car, house, job, ring, or
whatever) I once loved. So, we cannot obtain
lasting happiness by obtaining ever more or
different things. As the Buddha put it: “Even
if it rained gold coins, it could not quench our
thirst (tanha).” Believing that things can make
us happy, is equivalent to being dissatisfied,
unhappy, suffer (dukkha). Sacrificing yourself
and others to get such things creates more
unhappiness. Realizing this diminishes our
desire for and fear of things, which reduces
our unhappiness.

Again, the members of The Wednesday had
many interesting questions and objections.
This time, Ruud explained and defended
Happynism by comparing us (i.e., people who
crave for things) to addicts (i.e., people who
crave for a next shot). In the case of addicts, it
is so easy to see that more alcohol or drugs is
not going to get rid of unhappiness. And are
we not addicts too? Do we not crave for the
next shot? Be it material (e.g., money, a new
house, a fit body) or emotional (e.g., love,
approval, and appreciation).
But round one is not the ultimate step in
getting rid of unhappiness. For that, Ruud
moved on to round two. Here we do not merely
recognize that all things are impermanent
(anicca) and cause unhappiness (dukkha),
but also that those things are not what we are
(anatta). This includes most of what we take
to be ourselves: the body, thoughts, feelings,
intentions, roles and possessions. This is
harder to see and accept.

To help use see and accept it, the Buddha
suggests vipassana meditation. (Buddhism is
first and foremost a path of meditation, rather
than a path of reason, philosophy.) Vipassana
means ‘direct seeing’ or ’deep seeing’ or ‘insight’. It is unique to Buddhism. Like all forms
of meditation, it starts by calming the mind,
but then goes on to use the calmed mind to
see that all that appears are appearances,
that all phenomena are phenomena, all
dhamma are dhamma. (Of course, this is the

Meditating Buddha

very opposite of what commonly passes for
vipassana or mindfulness meditation!) Thus,
one can come to see that we are not any thing
we are conscious of, but that we are that
which is conscious of it, i.e., the capacity to be
conscious.
This sets us free, free from all things, from
the world, from the human being and its
problems, and, above all, simply free. Seeing
this is enlightenment (Pali: nibbana, Sanskrit:
nirvana); not-seeing it is called ignorance,
not-knowing (avidya).

Ruud left it at this. But perhaps this is the
message of all revealed religions. It has a
shared practice with mystical experience.
They all aim at transformation through
contemplation of the impermanence of this
world and lead the self to its ground beyond
the everyday point of view, the ground that
is not touched by the impermanence of
happiness or unhappiness.
• This article benefited from added notes
by Ruud Schuurman
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Suicide and the Intellectual
Notes of The Wednesday Meeting Held on 20 th April.
Death comes to a person involuntarily, but suicide
is freely chosen. Albert Camus in his little book The
Myth Of Sisyphus says: ‘There is but one truly serious
philosophical problem, and that is suicide’. A question’s importance is measured by the actions it entails. Edward Greenwood gave a long and impressive
presentation on suicide with a particular emphasis
on the thought of Camus and Jean Amery. Edward
also gave a definition of the intellectual borrowed
from Amery: ‘An intellectual, as I wish to define him
here, is a person who lives within a spiritual frame of
reference, in the widest sense. His realm of thought
is an essentially humanistic one, that of the liberal
arts. He has a well-developed aesthetic consciousness. By inclination and ability he tends towards abstract thought’.
Camus states that suicide has hitherto been dealt
with as a social problem and rarely through individual reflection, but it is precisely individual reflection that is needed. He says it is hard to fix the
precise moment when suicide is decided upon and
death opted for. The interval after that is one of great
psychological tension. Edward said that this is what
Jean Amery call the period of waiting. The will to
suicide often arises when one is suddenly divested
of illusions about the universe. The world appears
to the suicide as absurdity or lacking a meaning.
But Edward asked: does the sense of the absurd, of
the senselessness of life, dictate this act? This is the
philosophical problem which has priority over all
others, according to Camus.
Jean Amery is the pen name of Hans Maier who was
Austrian. Amery wrote on suicide and on his experience in prison. He was a member of the French resistance during World War Two. He was captured

and imprisoned for several years. Amery quotes
the French sociologist Pierre Moron as saying that
an ‘instinctive-affective impulse’ lies behind suicide.
For him, it is a psychologically conditioned act rather
than a socially conditioned cause. He rejected Emil
Durkheim’s sociological approach to suicide. He focused on what he called the momentous situation
‘before the leap’ into nothingness by whatever the
means chosen. Edward called this approach ‘pure
negativity’ because ‘death is nothing, a nothing, a
negativity.’

Edward went on to say that death is life’s greatest
riddle and suicide compounds the riddle. He argued against Wittgenstein’s claim that if we speak
of a limit or boundary, we must be able to cross that
boundary and so experience both sides of it. Death
is the only boundary that by logical necessity we
cannot cross. If death is a riddle, suicide is a riddle
within that riddle. The suicide sees it as a way out
because it ends life’s ‘sea of troubles’ in Hamlet’s
phrase. But of course it is not a way out, because it
is not a way, but the end of all ways, the path to nowhere and nothingness.
		
Edward then mentioned some of the philosophers
who accepted suicide, such as Epicurus, Seneca and
Diderot, Nietzsche and Deleuze.
Edward objected to Amery ignoring the societal aspects of suicide, not as regards what leads up to it,
but in its devastating aftermath for the relatives and
friends of the suicide. However, For Amery ‘each human being essentially belongs to himself or herself
outside the network of social entanglements’. Amery
himself committed suicide two years after publishing his book: On Suicide: A Discourse on Voluntary
Death.
Amery also wrote on his imprisonment both in
Breendonk and Auschwitz in his book At The Mind’s
Limits: Contemplations A Survivor On Auschwitz And
Its Realities. Edward mentioned that Amery said he
both entered and left the camp as an agnostic. Neither did he have an ideology. But he came to admire
the strength a religion or an ideology could give its
possessor in such surroundings. It gave them something to hold on to.
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•
Perter Stibrany’s paper Reason and the
Robot Apocalypse presented to The Wednesday
meeting 27th April will be published in full in
next month’s issue.

Art and Reflections

Ontology
of Ruptures
‘The Fissure’

Dr ALAN XUEREB
In philosophical thought, notions of ruptures and
cracks occasionally come up, but they are rarely
scrutinized carefully as they deserve to be.
In this regard, the works of Jacques Derrida and
Martin Heidegger present two exceptions. Even
though neither of the two consider ‘rupture’ a key
concept, rupture is nonetheless closely connected
to Heidegger’s idea of ontological difference
and Derrida’s deconstructionist approach, and is
furthermore closely linked to their discussion of
metaphors in philosophy.

mixed media on canvas, 2022

I started thinking more about this concept and the
persistent image I got is that of a thin black line.
A fissure in our everyday reality. We are thrown
onto this Earth through a fissure, and we normally
end up in a much larger one into the earth.
This work is experimental. I used oil to frame the
first components of the painting, then covered it all
with resin and again with acrylic paint and over again
with resin - because reality is made up of different
strata. Each stratum is a component of reality and
contributes to our overall perception of it.
Issue No. 166 04/05/2022
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Art and Poetry

Evening by a Lake

When I go for the evening skies
I arrive where, deep-down, I already am:
on the pink and orange wavelength
where thought and feeling merge,
where the currents of mind determine
a heart’s flight, undulating from the high to the low,
before settling on the darkening waters,
next to the cormorant or the silhouettes
of dusky sea-birds against the flickering water. See,
how more and more flocks
come in from the violet east,
crossing the luminous skies
and how they glide softly without a noise
and without even beating their wings.
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More and more swooping thoughts
circle the light-rippled lake.
They put silent dots onto the sheath
of flickering silver,
as dots within a sentence;
awaiting conclusions,
pending, pondering and gently
welcoming meaning: the last sun rays.
The Wednesday

Issue No. 166 04/05/2022

There, an array of possibilities, but always
this tang of unlaundered light
until I find it, the blood drenched hour,
I had come for, when the night
shakes me awake. I guzzle its liquid spectrum,
for I am thirsty, as if I had walked for days
carrying someone’s else’s thirst,
which would dry me out.
I do not think that a mouth
other than mine would blister,
where I drink from the sky,
where I bite out cloud shapes, nuzzle
currents of tangible light
to my heart’s soft lips, where
I taste the pure dusk, devour
darkness and find, what I came for,
in an explosion of geese, as I walk past,
lingering on for a mile
in the sharp breath of the night.

Poem and Photos by Scharlie Meeuws
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A Telling
No lengthy one, the leap from muse to hex.
What poet knows when wrath may hex his muse?
Her visits may inspire yet put the screws
On all he does, from poetry to sex.

CHRIS NORRIS
(I wrote this poem to recall and maybe exorcise my
four-decade-back encounter with Laura Riding, a poet
of great distinction and volatile temperament who took
issue with an article I had written about her. The article
was a postgrad student essay sent off to a journal,
forgotten about and then published – to my amazed
embarrassment – four years later. It brought some heavy
philosophical guns top-heavily to bear in querying her
reasons, in a book called The Telling, for very publicly
renouncing poetry as a mendacious and self-indulgent
practice. That Riding is, sad to say, nowadays perhaps
best known as Robert Graves’s White Goddess – the
muse alternately invoked, worshipped, supplicated,
wondered at, and feared in his book of that title – may
help to explain the poem’s slight edginess.)

Just think of Laura Riding, Robert Graves,
She his ‘White Goddess’, he the one whose role
Mixed ardent lover-man with votive soul,
And she the fateful muse whose gift enslaves.
Some things we know: they thrived on conflict, each
A torment to the other, raged no end,
Both switching constantly, attack/defend,
And grabbing every battle-plan in reach.
At length she gave up poetry, decreed
It false, the way of error, language bent
To untruth’s purpose; and, lest we dissent,
Composed a book – The Telling – guaranteed,
She thought, to settle matters. Several years
Elapsed before a puzzled postgrad took
It on, that strange, self-abnegating book,
And wrote a journal piece, a short ‘Two Cheers
For Laura Riding’ essay that professed
Great admiration for her poems but
Thought her main thesis didn’t really cut
The mustard. Better make your litmus-test
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The poems, he said, not principles supplied
By a critique of poetry that takes
Received ideas of it on board, then makes
Their dubious claims a pretext to deride
Such self-inflating stuff. Another five
Years on and, to his shock, the piece came out,
The journal editor (hard-pressed, no doubt,
And short of copy) having risked a dive

Laura Riding
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Into the reject-pile. Add three years more
And came the furious response: ‘I’ve just,
Belatedly, been shown . . . and really must
Protest . . . ‘, then sundry reasons to deplore
His briskness, his effrontery, his lack
Of her long service to the poet’s craft,
And, she surmised, that donnish ploy to graft
His thoughts on hers, thus managing to stack
The points on his side by a canny piece
Of intellectual gamesmanship. Not so,
He told himself: in truth the thing was no
Such smart-arse put-down or attempt to grease
The academic wheels but more a first,
In some ways raw and sophomoric try
At going ways around to justify
His recent turn to theory. Why’d he nursed,
Of late, no offspring of the wish or will
To write more poems? And – what came to strike
Him later – why his almost Riding-like
Desire to have the giving up fulfil,

Robert Graves

At one remove, the promise poems hold:
That what’s renounced, like living-time for time
To read or write, may be the paradigm
Of living-time redeemed. Yet still it told
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A darker tale to him, that curious mix
Of unintended outcomes après-coup,
Misprisions, and the mischief they could do
When joined, as here, with all the psychic tricks
They play on minds not over-apt to own
Themselves muse-aided, or indeed muse-hexed,
Yet still, like Graves, by turns inspired and vexed
When the White Goddess makes her feelings known.
Issue No. 166 04/05/2022
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Philosophy

How Has Philosophy As The Love Of Wisdom Helped
Each Of Us To Live More Wisely?
Dr ALAN XUEREB
I always recall my younger self, as being curious. I fondly
remember long walks with my parents during which I
would ask questions. There was no methodology there.
A child asks what comes to his or her mind. My main
interest at that time was astronomy. I looked up at the
night sky and I saw a dark canopy lit by tiny white dots.
A little bit later in life I started asking deeper questions.
Why are the stars there? What today I would rephrase as
‘why is there something instead of nothing?’ This is the
most fundamental question in cosmology, in theology
and of course in philosophy. ‘Why are we here?’ With
that fundamental question comes another one: ‘Did
anyone put us here?’ in other words: ‘Does God exist?’
If He does, did He create only us or are there more of
his creatures?
I have been a lawyer for over 25 years now and I have
practised law in the private and public sectors. I am now
in a different field of law which is the European Law
field more specifically in the multilinguism sector. This
notwithstanding my love for philosophy increased so
much so that I am now more academically active in that
field. Especially when it comes to the concept of the
common good in particular and to political philosophy
in general. How did this start?
As you might have gathered from my introduction, I owe

14

Dr Alan Xuereb
The Wednesday

Issue No. 166 04/05/2022

a lot to my parents who were my first philosophy teachers.
They taught me two principles that I still use in my
personal life (a) two wrong acts do not make something
right and (b) one should put oneself in another’s shoes
in order to understand that person. Then I had a very
good philosophy teacher who coached me through my A
Level in Philosophy, Dr. Karl Borg (1986-87). Later on
at university I had a few units about philosophy during
the Foundation course (1988) under Rev Professor
Peter Serracino Inglott, also under Professor Kenneth
Wain and Professor Joe Friggieri. The first year of the
Law course (1989) was crucial for my philosophical
formation. I had Judge Emeritus Professor Giuseppe
Mifsud Bonnici as my lecturer in Philosophy of Law
who introduced me to John Finnis, and again Professor
Joe Friggieri as my lecturer in political philosophy. At
the end of that year Peter Serracino Inglott was one of
my examiners. My love for philosophy grew during
these years so much so that I had completed an M.Phil.
in Philosophy of Law (2003) soon after I had finished
my doctorate in Law (1995). The subject matter of my
M.Phil. was constitutional jurisprudence more precisely
the relationship between unjust laws and unconstitutional
acts. Then after this came a long period of careering
which left little time for philosophy. Nevertheless,
my focus now turned to philosophy as a means to do
‘good’ in my community and I had spent most of my
legal career thinking about the concept of ‘common
good’. A turning point was my membership in both the
Oxford Philosophical Society, and the Royal Institute of
Philosophy both in 2017. This led me to writing my first
book, in Maltese, entitled Reflections about the Common
Good (2020) peer reviewed by Rev. Professor Charles
Tabone OP and a year or so later to enrol for a Ph.D.
in philosophy tackling the idea of architecture for the
common good at Maynooth University mentored by
Professor Philipp Rosemann. My whole life has been a
big love affair with philosophy in most of its forms. I
have always believed in what Bertrand Russel says about
philosophy, that ‘...the point of philosophy is to start with
something so simple as not to seem worth stating, and
to end with something so paradoxical that no one will
believe it.’
I am not sure whether philosophy made me wiser, but
I think philosophy helps me live my life in a more
complete, more fulfilled, more meaningful way as a
human being.

Philosophy Lets Me Hear
What Others Are Saying
PETER STIBRANY
I realise I have an answer to this question inspired by the lyrics of a famous song. Here is
an extract - the last lines of Comfortably Numb by
Pink Floyd (lyrics - Roger Waters; music - David
Gilmour):
‘There is no pain you are receding
A distant ship smoke on the horizon
You are only coming through in waves
Your lips move but I can’t hear what you’re
saying
When I was a child
I caught a fleeting glimpse
Out of the corner of my eye
I turned to look but it was gone
I cannot put my finger on it now
The child is grown
The dream is gone
I have become comfortably numb’.
Per the quote above, sometimes philosophy lets me
hear what others are saying. And in philosophy I get
fleeting glimpses of matters that don’t respond well
to direct looks. I hope to avoid the fate described
by Roger Waters.
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Poetic Reflections
Beachy Head
Beachy Head in sunlight or in mist
A thing of beauty.
Curving upwards from the beach
As if it would reach
Towards the sky, towards its towering summit
Like a huge whale made of chalk.
A place where young lovers walk,
And old people take the air and talk
And look out seaward as if towards
The horizon where age ends.
A thing of beauty and a thing of terror
For beauty and death both blend.
A place of notoriety where so many lives
Have met their end.
Beware the edge, but edges are what life’s made of,
The knife’s edge, the axe’s edge,
The ever approaching margin
That suddenly looms so very near,
Brace yourself! This will be the end of fears
For you. For those left a sea of tears.

Edward Greenwood
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