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Pre’face 
   
To say what must be said in advance,  
before beginning 
this is what I am trying to tell you 
because there is no time 
because the beginning is always beginning  
is always underway. 
 
 
Several years ago now, I watched David Harvey explain the crises of capitalism 
on YouTube.1 At the very end, in what could be a postface – words spoken after 
everything has been said – he remarks, “We have a duty, it seems to me, those of us who 
are academics and seriously involved in the world, to actually change our mode of 
thinking.” I agree, although I think it extends beyond academics. 
 
As a philosopher (at large), I am aware that we inherit the legacy of a particular mode of 
thinking that stretches from the Greeks through Christianity and the Enlightenment to 
the Industrial Revolution and the rise of capitalism and all that that has brought to our 
world. A mode of thinking that has been tremendously productive but also serves to 
rationalise and justify unreasonable and unjustifiable violence. A mode of thinking in 
which violence and war seem to be inescapable. As a communist (ditto), I don’t believe 
that way of thinking is necessary and I don’t believe it’s true, and so I set out to do my 
duty and change my mode of thinking. A duty that did indeed seem both necessary and 
true. 
 
To change one’s mode of thinking – which means the ways of thinking rather than what 
one thinks – is not easy. The result, if you get there, will change everything. So you have 
to go into it believing that everything should be changed, and can be, and helpfully so, or 
you won’t make it. And you need some clues, some sense of direction to lead you on. To 
home in on. It turns out this adventure goes all the way down to what we think it means 
to be human, to be a person, some’one who says I. 
 
I found two ladders to climb down. 
 
The first is phenomenology, the branch of philosophy which takes experience as the 
source of signification and meaning-making, and particularly the work of Emmanuel 
Levinas, who gets to the heart of the matter of the West. Western philosophy has been 
overwhelmingly concerned with ontology, with being and matter and the being of 
beings. That’s how it could conceive of humans primarily as individuated self-interested 
units. For Levinas, the quality of our humanness instead corresponds to our 
interrelatedness and the infinite inescapable responsibility one has for others. At first 
encounter, his exquisite hyperbolic writing is impossible to make sense of. Why? Because 
locating ethics prior to being is like switching from an earth-centred cosmos to one that 
                                                 
1 https://href.li/?https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOP2V_np2c0 
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circles the sun. The stars at night move as they always have, but we have to learn to read 
them otherwise. To make sense otherwise. Nothing is different, everything has changed. 
 
My second guide is language. On one hand, words and grammar and etymology, which 
trace the “wheel ruts”2 of Western language to reveal relations of expression and 
personhood and community, where our word is our bond, and language is first of all 
speech, the worlds spoken between us. On the other hand, writing: to bring these 
relations back into play, to bring us (first persons singular) back to each other. And so I 
gave up philosophical argument and moved towards poetry as a generative practice in the 
world, taking place between us. 
 
Which goes to introduce these poems3, the first of which bears an epigraph that has 
become a kind of motto for this work, a phrase from Lars Iyer: “keeping memory of the 
instant in which language is pledged in speech” 4. 
 
  

                                                 
2 www.etymonline.com 
3 www.dispatchespoetrywars.com/poetry/4-poems-by-helen-douglas/ 
4 The Movement of Testimony: Suffering and Speech in Blanchot and Antelme, 
https://href.li/?http://www.yorku.ca/jspot/5/liyer.htm 
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October 
 
Grief knows reality, can’t help but. 
Dull-eyed, watching the others chase 
wild geese   shadows   their own tails. 
 
Everything self-centred is anathema. 
 
Grief leaves one alone 
leaves one cold    intermezzo 
cloaked in fog 
the shape of a catkin 
 
gone to ground   lies 
dead and buried 
having lost everything 
and everything lost and 
 
no sense of any elsewhere 
any future where 
something might happen 
differently 
 
 
 
 
Neighborhood 
 
There seems to be something going on nearby. In the neighborhood. My senses are all a-
tingle, even on my scalp (the skin under the hair on my head) and in the palm of my 
right hand. Unfortunately, I am unable to see. I am unable to move. I sit here in the 
dark, in – I suppose – a plain room. What goes on nearby, is that my business? Is there a 
thing I can do about it?  

The other day, or perhaps night – day, I think (remembering birds). It is as if I 
am lifted up by my ears. Metaphorically. The world comes to me by sound mostly. 
Atmospheric, weathered. For a moment I thought someone might come to the door. 
There were sirens outside, I think, I believe. It is, as ever, hard to believe. Hard to know 
what to believe. Or so I thought. That there might be someone at the door.  
I don’t expect anything. But neither do I not. But something could happen, could come 
to pass. I would like that. Please come. Or perhaps of course you are already here but 
ignoring – no, missing me entirely. Why do you torment me so? Why? Perhaps this sense 
I have is like a tide or a season turning. Perhaps something is in motion. Perhaps we can 
put aside this – whatever this is or has been for you. It’s all fine really. I can wait for you 
forever. You should think about that. 


