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1. Introduction: Valéry’s
“The Crisis of the Mind”

n the Spring of 1919, The Athenaeum,

London’s prestigious “review of litera-
ture, science and the fine arts”, at the time
under the decidedly modernist director-
ship of John Middleton Murry, published
a work by the French poet and essayist
Paul Valéry entitled — provocatively and
somewhat ominously — “The Crisis of the
Mind”.! In his diagnosis of the collective
mental anguish and suffering that was
being experienced by a Europe that only
months before had begun emerging from
an internecine war of global proportions,
Valéry noted the widespread presence of
a cultural axiology in which dissimilar,
poorly-defined and ambivalent strands of
thought and behaviour were combined in a
“disorderly” manner, obliging him to define
the modern epoch as “the free coexistence,
in all her cultivated minds, of the most
dissimilar ideas [and] the most contradic-
tory principles of life and knowledge™. It
was assumed that the amalgam of mutu-
ally contradictory ideas and principles that
came to define the ideological modernity
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of the first half of the 20th century would
manifest itself in different types of aesthet-
ic projects and would be deployed by di-
verse actors across a wide range of discrete
artistic fields.?

For the purposes of our argument, it
is worth dwelling for a moment on Valéry’s
thesis. It has an indisputably apocalyptic
tone, a sombre message redolent of the im-
minent demise of a moribund order — con-
veying the “sense of an ending” to which
Frank Kermode refers in the title of one
of his most celebrated essays.* However,
Valéry’s title “The Crisis of the Mind” also
evokes a submission to the vortex, an active
yielding to the black hole of history, as yet
another cycle ends and everything shrinks
back to nothing in unashamed validation
of the ever-repeating law of civilisational
collapse.

Elam, Ninevah, Babylon were but
beautiful vague names, and the total
ruin of those worlds had as little sig-
nificance for us as their very existence.
But France, England, Russia ... these
too would be beautiful names. Lusita-
nia too, is a beautiful name. And we
see now that the abyss of history is
deep enough to hold us all.

As an intellectual from one of the First
World War’s victorious nations — or, put in
more millenarian terms, the triumphant
coalition in the battle of Armageddon —
it would have been surprising had Valéry
not displayed some subliminal antagonism
towards Germany; and yet he sees in the
behaviour of the German people a clear
historical example of what he considers the
defining paradox of “the crisis of the mind”
being experienced throughout Western
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civilisation, namely the unprecedented and
apparently irreversible interpenetration of
contradictory axiological principles. If so
many horrors of war could only be under-
stood as being associated with the applica-
tion of the abstract moral qualities of hard
work, discipline and the rigorous, pursuit
of the scientific spirit, the interrogation of
these premises simply intensified Valéry’s
perplexed diagnosis that the era in which
he lived was totally dominated by a para-
dox that “suddenly became factual, factual
and brutally believed”, and which evoked
in him not only cogent scepticism, but also
deep disappointment and insurmountable
anguish.

So many horrors could not have been
possible without so many virtues.
Doubtless, much science was need-
ed to kill so many, to waste so much
property, annihilate so many cities in
so short a time; but moral qualities in
like number were also needed. Are
Knowledge and Duty, then, suspect?’

“Hope is only [... our] mistrust of
the clear foresight of [... our] mind”®, said
Valéry, rejecting any contribution hope
might make on the grounds that was is
a tool for the mystification of factual ev-
idence and a means of casting suspicion
on the capacity of humans to foresee with
greater objectivity what the future may
really hold. Sharing the same intellectu-
al environment of disillusionment and
trauma as a multitude of his peers across
Europe — the War Poets, the “Lost Gen-
eration”, Ja génération du feu — who experi-
enced technologically-assisted slaughter in
no man’s land among the trenches and the
barbed wire, Valéry draws the gloomiest of
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conclusions that flow from his pessimistic
diagnosis of the mental state of Europe in
1919. For him, every domain of research,
deduction or validation applicable to the
human condition or to the value of human
existence — be it science, religion, philoso-
phy or art —had succumbed to the vortex of
collective anguish: “even the sceptics, (...)
lose their doubts, recover, and lose them
again, no longer master[s] of the motions
of their thought™. It seemed to Valéry that
more ominous than the military and eco-
nomic crisis associated with the war, was
the intellectual crisis of European civili-
sation, for which he could not devise any
aesthetic, literary or philosophical remedy,
nor foresee the germination of any poten-
tially innovative or regenerative impulse.
He saw only the amorphous disorder that
had been caused by the outbreak of an os-
tentatious and ultimately futile form of en-
cyclopaedism, whose apogee he calculated
to have coincided exactly with the start of
the First World War. In fact, in his essay,
what Valéry gave voice to was our cowed
perplexity when confronted by what, in
cultural terms, was a seismic event of al-
most unimaginable proportions, which oc-
curred at the turn of the century, a radical
mutation of the ideological values typically
associated with modernism as an aesthet-
ic-cultural phenomenon™.

Since, as we know, one of the funda-
mental causes of this earthquake was, from
Valéry’s perspective, rooted in the coexis-
tence of dissimilar and contradictory ideas
in the symbolic universe of the European
intelligentsia, the psychosocial conse-
quences would take the form of two op-
posing attitudes: one was to take refuge in
the dense, labyrinthine memory of West-
ern culture that opposed the unfettered
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forward march of the technological in-
novations — not least of all in the field of
weaponry — that heralded and facilitated
a new barbarism; the other was to surren-
der all freedom of individual conscience
with regard to the triumph of the ideol-
ogy on which that progress was predicat-
ed. The first of these attitudes reflected a
reaction to general disorder which sought
to mitigate its most detrimental effects by
promoting the values of a past that was
apparently more coherent than the con-
temporary present. The second prefigured
the triumph of irrationality — albeit mas-
querading as precisely the opposite — and
the consequent annulment of individual
autonomy in favour of the construction of
a mass society, “the perfect and ultimate
anthill”.

The various landscapes, present and
future, that were envisioned from the
battlements of the castle of Elsinore by
an anguished Hamlet, whom Valéry con-
sidered the personification of the Euro-
pean mind, constituted a dilemma both
of whose horns inevitably spelled utter
devastation: one symbolised the chaotic
disorder of constantly revisiting the past,
occasioned by pretentious exhibitionism or
a yearning for intellectual consolation; the
other represented the order provided by a
future devoid of any individual freedom,
in which all are alienated from themselves
and from each other as an ant-hill society
takes shape.

Weighed down by “multiple layers of
knowledge and an accumulation of discov-
eries”’? none of which has been conducive
to a benign historical pathway, this Ham-
let, in self-absorbed torment at seeing no
resolution to the question of what he is be-
coming, of what he is to be, whose ghosts
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consist of “all the subjects of our contro-
versies”, and who “broods on the tedium of
rehearsing the past and the folly of always
trying to innovate””finds himself caught
helplessly between the Scylla of oppressive
order and the Charybdis of total disorder.
His position obliges him to reformulate
Shakespeare’s iconic ontological question,
albeit in a more prosaic and basic way, re-
flecting his anxiety with regard to the role
of intellectuals in the post-war period, for
he recognises that “the passage from war
to peace [... is] darker, more dangerous
than the passage from peace to war. ‘What
about Me, he asks, ‘what is to become of
Me, the European intellect? ...And what is
peace?”™. Valéry answers his own question
as follows:

Peace is perhaps that state of affairs
in which the natural hostility between
human beings manifests itself in cre-
ation and not in destruction, as in
war. Peace is a time of creative rivalry
and the battle of production; but am
I not tired of producing? Have I not
exhausted my desire for radical exper-
iment, indulged too much in cunning
compounds? ... Should I not perhaps
lay aside my hard duties and transcen-
dent ambitions?®.

The density and diversity of issues
and motifs Valéry considers in his essay
appear to point the way to an answer to
this dilemma, and it is his alter ego, his in-
tellectual id, the Hamlet of European cul-
tural consciousness, who provides it and, in
doing so, allows new aesthetic forms to be
cultivated as responses to the key elements
of the paradox: on the one hand, “pa-
leo-modernist” forms (to use Kermode’s
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term'®) which to a large extent preserve
and develop established traditions; on the
other hand, “neo-modernist” forms that re-
ject or radically distort them.

Thus the vectors of Valéry’s diagnosis
of modernity and the mental crisis experi-
enced in the first two decades of the 20th
century can be summarised as follows: a
recognition that a paradoxical state of con-
sciousness predominates; a presentiment
that an “anthill society” is in the process
of being formed; and a continued aspira-
tion towards a perpetual “Kantian” state
of peace as a means of sublimating the
human appetite for conflict that is engen-
dered both by unfettered ambition and by
a distaste for the weight of normative con-
straints on individual behaviour.

These are factors that, according to
Auerbach, Trilling and Luckécs", show
how humanism has been subverted by the
cultural force of modernism, thereby con-
tributing to the “dehumanization of art”
identified by Ortega y Gasset.'® However,
these same factors also account for what
we may term the “crisis of the subject™’,
namely the erosion of the unambiguous
ontological, individual and social stability
that hitherto had been enjoyed. The depth
of this crisis can be seen in the attention
the literary aesthetics of modernism has
paid to human consciousness (as in the so-
called inward turn), whether through the
direct recording of subjective experience
(as in the stream of consciousness) or, par-
adoxically, via the elimination of any de-
fined centre or narrative directing voice (as
in the poetics of impersonality).

Leaving aside the controversial issue
of the general features of modernist aes-
thetics, i.e., the sophisticated techniques
used to achieve it, the radical innovations
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that emerged from it in different arts, the
time-line of its evolution, and the different
national versions that can be discerned®,
our purpose in the rest of our essay is to
propose additional hermeneutic possibili-
ties with regard to the “crisis of the Eu-
ropean mind” assailing Europe in the af-
termath of the First World War, drawing
on three textual examples of authors from
discrete literary cultures, one for each of
the principal vectors in Valéry’s diagnosis:
Joyce for the notion of paradox, Zamiatin
for the concept of the “anthill society”, and
Pessoa (through his heteronym Alber-
to Caeiro) for the aspiration to perpetual
peace.

2. Paradox: Joyce’s Ulysses

Paradox is obviously not exclusive either
to modern thought or modernist aes-
thetics. However, its adoption as a means
of dealing with the complex challenge of
inhabiting our world, with its reversible
dualities and with its fatal and apparently
conclusive, static and constituent dilem-
mas of the principle of reality, is recur-
rent among many significant works that
emerged from this new way of represent-
ing the world, with Valéry’s 1919 essay fig-
uring as one of the most iconic texts evok-
ing the anguish and the chaos, and perhaps
even portending the final death-knell of
European culture.

In its ninth chapter, Joyce’s Ulysses,
first published three years after “The Cri-
sis of the Mind”, tells of situations and
circumstances that seem to function as a
fictional scholium to Valéry’s desolate char-
acterization of the modern spirit, complete
with references to the spread of contradic-
tory juxtaposed ideas and principles that
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validate his thesis that, in the first quarter
of the 20th century, ideological disorder
prevails. Conveniently, the action of this
chapter occurs in a place where myriad
paradoxes, antitheses, dissonances, regis-
ters, languages, styles, forms, and all man-
ner of historical consciousnesses — intellec-
tual, national and universal — are housed
together: the National Library of Ireland
in Dublin. According to the Gilbert ver-
sion of Joyce’s own schema of the intricate
narrative structure of Ulysses’', it is between
two and three in the afternoon, on June
16th, 1904, when Stephen Dedalus, Joyce’s
alter-ego, along with various representa-
tives of Dublin’s intellectual elite, debates
various specious questions relating to the
genesis of characters such as Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, based, according to Stephen, on
the playwright’s own life. The insertion
into the plot of the Ulysses narrative of
Stephen’s anecdotal explanation of the or-
igins of one of the great icons of western
literary culture — and the very personifica-
tion, according to Valéry, of the European
intellect — that Stephen apparently has
gleaned from Shakespeare’s biography, is
an ironic exercise by a Joyce who is driven
by his fascination for paradoxical thought.
Just as Hamlet (or his father’s ghost) is a
literary transfiguration of Shakespeare, so
Stephen (the same main character as in
Joyce’s Stephen Hero or in his Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man), whose literary
ambition was to match Shakespeare’s aes-
thetic genius, is a fictional sublimation of
Joyce. Notwithstanding the narcissism and
self-irony of Joyce presenting himself as an
Irish Hamlet and/or even an Irish Shake-
speare®, paradox is the key to this episode,
as symbolised by the irreconcilable choices

faced by Ulysses when, in Homer’s Odyssey,
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he is forced to navigate between the two in-
escapable perils of Scylla and Charybdis®.

'The anti-hero Leopold Bloom pro-
vides a symbolic counterpoint to Joyce’s
Homeric character: the meanderings of
the Irish Jew through early 20th century
Dublin provide a reflection in microcosm
of the Greek hero’s voyages through the
Eastern Mediterranean seas, albeit with a
markedly parodical purpose, and burdened
by an alterity that is quite distinct from
that of mortal Ulysses amidst the gods and
monsters. It would have been easy to miss
the presence of Bloom/Ulysses altogether,
for it is Stephen/Telemachus whom Joyce
tasks with expounding the theory of the
Shakespeare/Hamlet identity, and parody-
ing the prince’s philosophical musings on
being or not being.

Among the coupled terms with op-
posite or merely different meanings - i.e.,
identity/literary (Shakespeare/Hamlet), reli-
gious/philosophical (Christ/Socrates), (mys-
ticism/ scholasticism), topological (London/
Stratford), generational (youth/maturity)
— it is around the paradoxical pairing of the
author and the literary creation (identity/lit-
erary) that the sense of paradox intensifies,
as a direct result of Stephen’s marriage of
two seemingly contradictory theses, albeit at
different points in the narrative. At first, Ste-
phen openly defends the idea that biography
is determinant in much of Shakespeare’s
work, dismissing other explanations provid-
ed, in particular, by the neo-platonic scholar
George Russell, as portrayed by Joyce.

Corresponding;, as it does, to a specific
episode in the voyages of Ulysses, in which
the terms of the paradox or, in this case, the
horns of a dilemma, are specifically sym-
bolised by a monster and a whirlpool that
are equally voracious, if we were to focus
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on only one of its terms, it could be said
that the biographical thesis expresses an
option on the part of Stephen/Telemachus
to interpretatively “navigate” the complex
genesis and nature of Shakespeare’s works,
and to abandon himself to the potential
errors into which a deterministic herme-
neutics might lead him with regard to the
characters, facts and plots fictionalised by
the Bard.

To this end, Stephen resorts to a sur-
prisingly imaginative set of arguments:
(a) that a significant part of Shakespeare’s
work, in particular the play Hamlet, was in-
spired by his private life, most specifically,
in regard to the betrayal he suffered, first
on the part of his wife, Anne Hathaway,
(who is transfigured into the adulterous
Queen Gertrude), and also into the mys-
terious creature evoked in the sonnets,
whom Oscar Wilde speculated was the
young actor Willie Hughes; (b) that there
is no coincidence either in the homophony
between Hamnet (Shakespeare’s only son)
and Hamlet, nor in the fact that both he
and the prince died young; and (c) that
the Platonic conceptions of literary cre-
ativity espoused by George Russell — “Art
has to reveal to us ideas, formless spiritual
ideas™* are implausible when compared to
the empiricism of Aristotle’s “Hold to the
now, the here””. However, Stephen’s thesis
that the ghost of Hamlet’s father is the lit-
erary sublimation of the playwright’s late
father John Shakespeare, remembrance of
whom inspired him to write a play about
the Prince of Denmark, belies the previous
thesis. However decisive the two ghostly
figures, one historical, the other fictional,
may have been to the creative origins and
dramatic action of Hamlet, respective-
ly, they are summoned up by Stephen to
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defend the thesis that the act of physical
and spiritual creation is an act of paternal
and filial consubstantiality. In presenting
this argument, Stephen vacillates between
two hypothetical thoughts: firstly that the
doctrine of Christian consubstantiality
may be true — a notion Stephen’s provoc-
ative room-mate Buck Mulligan mocks
— and secondly, that the created might
share the act of creation with the creator.
Stephen says: “Fatherhood, in the sense of
conscious begetting, is unknown to man. It
is a mystical estate, an apostolic succession,
from only begetter to only begotten™ In
this way, and in direct contradiction with
his biographical thesis on Hamlef’s origins,
Stephen inclines towards George Russell’s
spiritual thesis on literary creativity. In de-
nying his initial thesis, Stephen/Telema-
chus deploys the opposing pole of the par-
adox, that is, he opts for a metaphysical and
speculative interpretation of Shakespeare’s
work, and surrenders to the dizzying and
disintegrative eftects of the whirlpool. Ste-
phen’s vacillation between diametrically
opposed positions is further accentuated by
the lack of conformity between the mono-
phony, so to speak, of the ideas he ironical-
ly, parodically or prosaically communicates
regarding the latent biographical nature of
some of Shakespeare’s works, and the po-
lyphonous expression, fashioned out of the
subtle asides and literary allusions of his
inner monologue.

As the debate and Stephen’s process
of self-representation progress, he shows
himself to be a sceptic who has, in fact,
surrendered to the evidence of the mys-
tery of being. However, echoing Valéry’s
thesis that modernist sceptics come to
doubt their own doubts, Stephen seems to
personify the crisis of the European spirit
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when he promptly answers in the negative
Eglinton’s question, “Do you believe your
own theory”??’

Earlier, Stephen had stated, in line
with his theory of the consubstantiality of
the world’s genesis, that— in both its “mac-
rocosm” and “microcosm” — it was founded
“upon the void. Upon incertitude, upon
likelihood™*. Interestingly, Stephen’s the-
sis came to the public’s attention some
five years before the formulation of the
famous Heisenberg principle — which had
scientifically demonstrated that a particle’s
position and velocity cannot be measured
simultaneously — became a foundation
stone of quantum physics, thereby shak-
ing a plethora of scientific certainties and
unequivocal truths, and demonstrating
for the first time the paradoxical nature of
the subatomic world®. Once it had been
confirmed that, at the subatomic level,
matter could act like a wave or a particle,
according to the conditions in which it
finds itself and in which it is observed, a
whole edifice of hitherto predictable and
quantifiable scientific evidence associated
with an ordered view of the universe was, if
not demolished, then at least saw its logi-
cal and deterministic foundations begin to
crumble®. Thus, more benign forms of the
deadly Scylla — Charybdis paradox seem to
be part of the revised laws of physics that
had put an end to the certainties, coher-
ence and rational order of the past.

When discussing the genesis of
Shakespeare’s work, the ironic and parod-
ical treatment Joyce gives to the universal
paradox of being or not being, and his dis-
ruption of the conventional codes of dis-
cursive enunciation of the novelistic uni-
verse in which this debate takes place, are
both examples of the modernist strategy
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(in general) and of Joyce’s aesthetics (in
particular) when dealing with the crisis of
ideological values. Moreover, they are de-
monstrative of a new type of writing that,
according to T.S. Eliot, may even be the
only one capable of sublimating or even
overcoming the feeling of chaos and im-
pending iconoclasm in the modern world*".

3. Ant-Hill Society

in Zamiatin’s Novel We

In 1919, Valéry had spoken of another
apocalyptic symptom in the ideologi-
cal, moral and literary values of modern
Western civilization, that of the imminent
construction of a so-called ant-hill soci-
ety. Between 1920 and 1921, the Russian
writer Evgeny Zamiatin wrote a prophetic,
anti-totalitarian novel, entitled We. When
the book was heavily criticised, he had it
smuggled out of the country and in 1927
it was published in English in New York.
Twenty-five years later, the original Russian
text was issued, again in the USA, but it was
only in 1988, after glasnost, that it could be
legally acquired in the then Soviet Union.
In addition to providing a fictional il-
lustration of the perverse effects of a totali-
tarian society, We is the first truly dystopian
narrative of the 20th century, inaugurating
what Moylan has designated, in the context
of modern literary utopianism, the “dysto-
pian turn™?. There would seem to be no
room for paradox in this future city-state of
glass towers erected behind a “Green Wall”
that isolates the United State from the bar-
baric Mephi outside. Inside the Wall, the
“Hour Tables” determine how time is spent,
“Personal Hours” of relative privacy and
liberty are enjoyed on a twice-daily basis,
and the eugenicist “Maternal and Paternal
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Norms” determine who may breed and who
may not. Under the paternalistic tutelage of
the revered benefactor, referred to by all
as “The Well-Doer”, order, symmetry and
transparency rule, surveillance is absolute,
denunciation expected, and punishment
harsh. Citizens are even deprived of their
names and designated only by a short com-
bination of a letter and a number. The peo-
ple rejoice that the “time of those Shake-
speares and Dostoievskys™? is over, and
joyously recall their schooldays, when they
all read “that greatest of all monuments
of ancient literature, The Official Railroad
Guide™. In this anthill society, “[a]t the
very same hour millions, like one, we be-
gin our work and, millions like one, we
finish it”, feeling “united in a single body
with millions of hands™. Poetry — which,
like all artistic endeavours, must serve the
greater good — accompanies the execution
of “numbers” (as all citizens are called) who
recklessly and corruptly have preferred in-
dividualistic “freedom of conscience” to
making their contribution to the collective
project of universal happiness.

D-503, the narrator and central char-
acter of e, is the designer of the Integral,an
interplanetary vehicle that will spread the
model of the “United State” to the entire
universe. Unexpectedly, a “soul™ seemingly
like a virus or cancer, insinuates itself into
him, causing him to experience unexpected
symptoms, such as the feelings of obsessive
love for E-330, feelings that he, as a trained
mathematician, cannot reduce to Euclide-
an axioms. The disease engendered by the
“soul” that has infected him then erupts,
occasioning first of all an inner division —“I
was afraid to remain alone with myself, or
to be more correct, with that new strange
self, who by some curious coincidence bore
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my number”. Later, seeing his face in the
mirror seemingly for the first time, the in-
ternal dissociation D-503 feels is the result
of an unexpected surge of jealousy — a state
of consciousness prohibited by the rules of
the One State — against R, a fellow-citizen,
over the beautiful and enigmatic D, the ob-
ject of his uncontrolled passion:

Then 1, the real I, suddenly saw in
the mirror a broken, quivering line
of brow [...] I, the real I, grasped my
other wild, hairy, heavily breathing
self forcibly. I, the real I, said to [...]
R, “in the name of the Well-Doer,
please forgive me [...] I don't know
what is the matter with me .

Here we are reminded of the sig-
nificant influence on the development of
modernist poetics of Freud’s thesis on the
struggle within the human psyche between
the primal, irrational id, the rational ego,
and the ethical super-ego.”” With inventive
narrative precision, Zamiatin gives greater
intensity to the irrational motives that lie
behind the unravelling of D-503’s hither-
to alienated, repressed and ultra-controlled
consciousness and, in so doing, helps the
reader to understand why these develop-
ments are having such a disturbing effect on
those immediately around him and, indeed,
on the wider social order. Zamiatin inter-
weaves two elements into the disintegration
of D-503’s psyche: firstly, the crisis of the
very mathematics that hitherto had formed
the uncontested cornerstone of the ideol-
ogy and functioning of the United State
— “My mathematics, the only firm and im-
movable island in my shaken life, this too,
was torn from its anchor and was floating,
whirling”*; secondly, he integrates into his
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text the challenge mounted by the Mephi,
those who live beyond the Wall, against the
aseptic social order established under the
Well-Doer’s paternalistic tyranny — it was

as though a bomb had exploded in my
head . . . open mouths, [birds’] wings,
shouts, leaves, words, stones, all of these
one after the other in a heap [...] They
somehow had blasted and destroyed
the Green Wall, and from behind it
everything rushed in and splashed over
our city which until then had been
kept clean of that lower world*.

Zamiatin leaves the conclusion to his
dystopia open, perfectly in harmony with
the modernist sensibility that had cast
doubt upon any unitary and definitive por-
trayal of the world. Despite the author’s
ironic hint that the totalitarian order and
its anthill society might conceivably en-
dure — “because”, as D-503 says in the
last entry he makes in his notebook, “rea-
son must prevail”*— the United State now
finds itself threatened by the population’s
growing imaginative powers, no longer su-
pressed by brain surgery, and stimulated by
citizens’ now-unregulated libidos and their
recently-acquired knowledge of what lies
beyond the Wall. The future of the Unit-
ed State is now at the mercy of risk and
uncertainty, hitherto unimagined revolu-
tionary changes that resound in the words
of D-530%s lover E-330 — functioning as
a kind of avatar of the subversive eternal
feminine — when she says, in response to
D-530’s naive expression of confidence in
the revolution brought about by the Unit-
ed State: “And why then do you think there
is a last revolution ... There is no last revo-
lution, their number is infinite ...”*.
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4. Peace: Pessoa’s Alberto Caeiro*

In a way, the least plausible hypothesis
of all provides the only chance of our
overcoming, not so much the open-end-
edness associated with infinity, but rather
the dynamics of its cyclical repetition, the
suspension of the Nietzschean assumption
of eternal return. To achieve this would in-
volve taking paradox on board without the
friction normally associated with it, and
accepting the possibility — as Valéry sug-
gests at the end of his essay — of living and
creatively representing ourselves, axiologi-
cally and aesthetically, in the modern post
First World War world. Such an aspiration
to permanent peace, by overcoming the
endless constraints and boundless ambi-
tions that have always prevented it, attains
something close to the literary register, al-
beit more extensive and permanent, that
we associate with those unexpected and al-
most revelatory occurrences and situations
Joyce refers to as “epiphanies”.

In the process of constructing peace,
however, it is essential to suspend any
thinking that is judgmental or which pre-
vents humans being free of the vicious and
alienating use of abstract or instrumen-
talist reason — the type that provided the
mathematician-engineer D-530 with the
rationale for developing the space vehicle
Integral, not only as a symbol of the power
and prestige of the United State, but also
as a means of exporting its social model
off-world®.

One of the most radical ways of deal-
ing with paradox and of hollowing out the
metaphysical concept of one irreducible
substantive unity of being, so perversely
used to support the anomalous notion that
only one unopposed system of thought
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exists, is perhaps to learn from the poetics
of one of Fernando Pessoa’s literary het-
eronyms. Alberto Caeiro — designated the
Master in Pessoa’s own multi-personality
literary universe — argued that nor thinking
could be considered another way of think-
ing — “I think about this not as someone
who thinks, but as someone who doesn’t
think”, he says* — a way of thinking in
which our consciousness of our own con-
sciousness predominates, stripped bare of
ideas and values because, as Caeiro con-
cludes, “Being aware does not force me to
have theories about things: / It only forces
me to be conscious™.

In the fragmentary Notas para a Re-
cordagio do meu Mestre Caeiro, [Notes for
a Memoire on my Master Caeiro] written
between 1930 and 1931, two of Pessoa’s
homonyms, Alvaro de Campos and Alber-
to Caeiro converse with Pessoa himself un-
der the silent and watchful eye of Anténio
Mora. “Everyone from the group was to-
gether there in Lisbon and, by chance, the
conversation came around to the concept
of reality”*.To Pessoa’s question “What is
behind reality?”, Caeiro replies “There is
nothing. Nor is there anything behind size,
and there isn’t anything behind weight,
either™. Here, Caeiro dismisses the es-
sentialness of phenomena and their hid-
den inner mystery, asking “The mystery of
things, where is it? / Where is what will
not appear? / Not even to show us that it’s
a mystery?”’. He also feels sympathetic to-
wards the spontaneous reasonless activity
of the natural world: “Whenever I look at
things and think about what men think of
them / I laugh like a brook as it washes
a stone”! .We also find here a hollowing
out of symbolic meaning, and a disman-
tling of ideas that are secondary to the flow
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of existence: “For the only hidden mean-
ing that things have, is that they have no
meaning. [...].// Yes, that’s what my senses
have learned unaided: / Things don’t have
meaning: what they have is existence./ The
only hidden meaning of things is things™2.

Interestingly, while none of these three
poetic statements would sound out of place
on the lips of a Zen master, they also seem
to prefigure a very original existential and
aesthetic response to the Hamlet of modern
European cultural consciousness, evoked
by Valéry. Here, in contrast to Joyce’s and
Zamiatin’s narrative strategies to deal with
the crisis of the European spirit, i.e. via the
paradoxical reordering of chaos and by using
antiphrasis to denounce distended, unidi-
mensional rationality, respectively, the pos-
sibility of a poetics of peace-making opens
up, in which the very limits of reality might
be attained by “learning to unlearn™s, pro-
moting not a regression but a reintegration,
driven not only by a recognition of and grat-
itude for life in the fullest senses — “Calmly,
without complaint, like someone who sim-
ply accepts, / and finds joy in the fact of ac-
cepting / in the fact, sublimely scientific and
so difficult to accept what is inevitably nat-
ural™* — but also by the serene wish to share
what holds the human way of life together
— “Blessed be that same sun of other lands /
that makes everyone my brethren / because
all of them, at some moment in the day, look
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