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GENEALOGICAL FANTASIES: T.S. ELIOT AND THE
LIMITS OF INTELLECTUAL BIOGRAPHY

After reading Symons, a few months
later Eliot read the complete poems
of Laforgue and he became himself.
Frank Lentricchia

Some Versions of Teleology
´IWZRXOGEHSXWWLQJLWWRRFUXGHO\WRVD\µZURWH*HRUJH2UZHOOLQDUHYLHZHVVD\´WKDW
every poet in our time must either die young, enter the Catholic Church, or join the
Communist Party, but in fact the escape from the consciousness of futility is along those
JHQHUDOOLQHVµ1 The occasion for providing this hypothesis about the fate of the poet in the
PRGHUQZRUOGFRXOGQ·WKDYHEHHQPRUHDSSURSULDWHWKHTXRWDWLRQLVWDNHQIURPDUHYLHZRI 
76(OLRW·VBurnt Norton, East Coker, and The Dry Salvages, the three poems which, along with
Little Gidding, were about to become Four Quartets, a collection generally considered to be
ERWKWKHKLJKSRLQWDQGWKHHQGSRLQWRI (OLRW·VSRVW-FRQYHUVLRQSRHWLFFDUHHU,Q2UZHOO·V
version of this teleology, there is a determined starting point and a development leading to a
OLPLWHGQXPEHURI SRVVLEOHRXWFRPHV´&RQVFLRXVQHVVRI IXWLOLW\µDVHQVHRI 
disappointment with a fallen civilization leads either to revolutionary zeal or to a retreat to
conVHUYDWLVP7KHUHDUHRI FRXUVH´RWKHUVHFWVDQGRWKHUFUHHGVEHVLGHVWKH&DWKROLF
Church and the Communist Party, but it remains true that after a certain age one must either
VWRSZULWLQJRUGHGLFDWHRQHVHOI WRVRPHSXUSRVHQRWZKROO\DHVWKHWLFµ2 On closer look,
2UZHOO·VUHYLHZHVVD\VHHPVWREHVLPXOWDQHRXVO\HPEUDFLQJWZRYHUVLRQVRI (OLRW·V
evolution. One is the well known narrative about the development from the radical poet of
Prufrock to the religious poet of Four Quartets, a change prompted by EliRW·VUHOLJLRXV
conversion. In the other version, Eliot follows the same path, yet what is usually interpreted
as a consequence of a radical ideological break halfway through his career, for Orwell
becomes little more than a natural step to which Eliot was already predisposed. The
FRQVHUYDWLYHLGHRORJ\XVXDOO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWK(OLRW·VODWHU\HDUVLVVHHQDVDGULYLQJIRUFH
EHKLQGHYHQKLVHDUOLHVWSRHWU\´DVNHSWLFLVPDERXWGHPRFUDF\DQGDGLVEHOLHI LQ¶SURJUHVV·
The Collected Journalism, Letters and Essays of George Orwell, Volume II, ed. Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (London:
Secker and Warburg, 1968), 239.
2 Ibid.
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are an integral part of him;; without it he coXOGQRWKDYHZULWWHQDOLQHRI KLVZRUNVµ3
The critical language Orwell speaks may seem very remote and even obsolete, but the
problems he addressed and the path he chose to take in resolving them are still with us. As
Adrian Cunningham noted in an essa\VXJJHVWLYHO\HQWLWOHG´&RQWLQXLW\DQG&RKHUHQFHLQ
(OLRW·V5HOLJLRXV7KRXJKWµ ´DOPRVWHYHU\HYDOXDWLRQRI (OLRW·VZRUNKDVDWVRPHSRLQWWR
consider the problems of continuity and discontinuity, consistency or inconsistency in his
GHYHORSPHQWµ4 Forty yHDUVWKDWKDYHSDVVHGVLQFH&XQQLQJKDP·VHVVD\ZDVSXEOLVKHGGLG
little to undermine his assessment. Even if we exclude literary biographies, such as Peter
$FNUR\G·VT.S. Eliot5, it is hard to escape the impression that studies of Eliot had an
unusually stURQJWHQGHQF\WREHFKURQRORJLFDOO\RUJDQL]HG)URP)UDQN:LOVRQ·VSix Essays
on the Development of T.S. Eliot, to the books of Stephen Spender, Bernard Bergonzi, John
Margolis, and A. David Moody we are confronted with narratives that usually start at
Harvard in the early years of the 20th century (or perhaps some years earlier with a
discussion of New England Calvinism) and go on to determine, with some variation, both
WKHVWDUWLQJFRRUGLQDWHVRI (OLRW·VSRHWLFFDUHHUDQGWKHGHFLVLYHLQWHOOHFWXDOLQIOXHQces he
IDFHGWKHHDUO\GLVFRYHU\RI $UWKXU6\PRQV·ERRNRQ)UHQFK6\PEROLVPWKHSRHWU\RI 
-XOHV/DIRUJXH,UYLQJ%DEELWW·VKXPDQLVPVRRQWREHDXJPHQWHGZLWKWKHZRUNRI &KDUOHV
Maurras, more or less mediated through T.E. Hulme.6
I do not wish to suggest that this biographical model is either futile or confined to
Eliot. Yet I do believe that there is something peculiar about the necessity to speak about
Eliot in a form of a biographical narrative, characterized, more often than not, by a strong
sense of teleological development. As Cunningham suggested, such narratives always involve
some shifts between claims of radical discontinuity and attempts to recognize continuous
development7 and the teleological models oscillate between those offering a clear opposition
between early and later Eliot, and the ones demonstrating how all the complex
transformations can be explained by a single powerful driving force. Biography has its
generic characteristics, and after all, there are only so many ways to construct a narrative of
intellectual growth. Some versions of this development tend to put more emphasis on the
path between the early and latter poetry: The Waste Land as (according to Eliot himself) the
point of struggle, Ash Wednesday as the moment of conversion, and Four Quartets as the high
SRLQWRI (OLRW·VUHOLJLRXVSRHWU\8 As John Margolis writes:
The Waste Land was at once a criticism of society, a lament for the loss of
faith, and a not-quite-successful attempt to recover such faith. Three years
later, iQ´7KH+ROORZ0HQµWKHWUXQFDWHGSDVVDJHVIURPWKH/RUG·V3UD\HU
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offered a more concrete sign of the wholeness toward which Eliot was
DVSLULQJ%\WKH0DJXVLQ´-RXUQH\RI WKH0DJLµVHHPHGWRKDYH
achieved the goal.9
On the other hand, there is a version of teleology which, instead of emphasizing the
development from despair to religious consolation, insists that Eliot simply followed to the
final consequences the ideology which he adapted at the very beginning: if Eliot, did, in fact,
pass through several phases, these phases were already inscribed in the ideological views he
accepted very early on. A version of this argument can be found already in the work of
6WHSKHQ6SHQGHU´(OLRW·VUHOLJLRXVGHYHORSPHQWVHHPVWRKDYHSDVVHGWKURXJKWKUHHVWDJHV
DOOGHULYHGIURPWKHORJLFLPSODQWHGLQKLPE\0DXUUDVZKRPKHUHIHUUHGWRDV¶DNLQGRI 
9LUJLOZKROHGXVWRWKHGRRURI WKHWHPSOH·µ10 In a somewhat more sophisticated account
of Kenneth Asher, the tradition of French conservatism embodied in Charles Maurras
SURYLGHG´WKHVSHFLILFIUDPHZRUNRI LGHDVWKDWRUJDQL]HG(OLRW·VLQWHOOHFWXDODQGDUWLVWLF
FDUHHUµ11 )RU$VKHUWKHFRQFHSWRI ¶IUDPHZRUN·LVFOHDUO\LQWHQGHGWRVHUYHDVDVXEVWLWXWLRQ
IRUPRUHVLPSOLVWLFDFFRXQWVWKDWZRXOGUHGXFH(OLRW·VLQWHOOHFtual position to that of the
ideologue of Action Française (whether Asher is entirely successful in this is another matter).
According to Asher, from French reactionary politics Eliot inherited a set of propositions
about the state of the contemporary world, including a comprehensive list of perils that
SODJXHPRGHUQFLYLOL]DWLRQWKLVIUDPHZRUNWKHQGLUHFWHG(OLRW·VDWWHPSWVWRQHJRWLDWHKLV
position within a distinctly British cultural context.12
What I wish to suggest for now is that this apparent necessity to map and reassess
the path which leads from Prufrock to Little Gidding and from the Sacred Wood to Notes Towards
the Definition of Culture SRLQWVWRDQHYHUWUXO\UHVROYHGGLIILFXOW\LQWKHKHDUWRI (OLRW·V
intellectual and poetic career. It seems WRPHWKDWWKH´SUREOHPµRI (OLRW·VOLWHUDU\DQG
intellectual biography is almost entirely generated by what is usually referred to as a
contradiction between the formal radicalism of his poetry and his reactionary ideology. It is
in order to resolve this problem that critics repeatedly had to offer different explanatory
PRGHOVIRU(OLRW·VELRJUDSK\
It is equally important to note that the evolution/rupture dilemma was to a
significant extent produced by Eliot himself when in 1928 he proclaimed his political,
UHOLJLRXVDQGLQWHOOHFWXDOFRQYHUVLRQ(OLRW·VGHFLVLRQWRGHVFULEHKLVRZQSRLQWRI YLHZDV
´FODVVLFLVWLQOLWHUDWXUHUR\DOLVWLQSROLWLFVDQGDQJOR-FDWKROLFLQUHOLJLRQµ13 very much set the
scene and provided a powerful framework for subsequent deEDWHV7KLVVWDWHPHQWGLGQ·WJR
unchallenged, and even its author felt the need to clarify it later on. But precisely because it
has been discussed both as the undisputed moment of change and as a simplistic assessment
that needs to be questioned, this proclamation has retained the power to organize our
narratives about Eliot. Yet its real importance is not confined to the fact that it announced
(OLRW·VLGHRORJLFDODQGUHOLJLRXVVWDQFH0RUHLPSRUWDQWO\LWKDVFORVHO\WLHGWKHTXHVWLRQRI 
(OLRW·VSRHWLFWUansformation to the religious and ideological one. In fact, not only are literary
concerns perceived as tied to ideological and religious preoccupations, but they are regularly
John Margolis, 76(OLRW·V,QWHOOHFWXDO'HYHORSPHQW, 68.
Stephen Spender, Eliot, 218.
11 Kenneth Asher, T.S. Eliot and Ideology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 161.
12 Ibid., 161-162.
13 T.S. Eliot, For Lancelot Andrews: Essays on Style and Order (London: Faber and Faber, 1970), 7.
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viewed as subordinated to these preoccupations. Regardless of whether this is actually the
case, it was again Eliot who made such a view possible. Some years after he announced his
conversion, in an attempt to clarify the famous assertion from the Preface to For Lancelot
Andrews, Eliot adds:
The facility with which this statement has been quoted has helped to reveal to
me that as it stands the statement is injudicious. It may suggest that the three
subjects are of equal importance to me, which is not so;; it may suggest that I
accept all three beliefs on the same grounds, which is not so;; and it may
suggest that I believe that they all hang together or fall together, which would
be the most serious misunderstanding of all. That there are connexions for me
I of course admit, but these illuminate my own mind rather than the external
world;; and I now see the danger of suggesting to outsiders that the Faith is a
political principle or a literary fashion, and the sum of all a dramatic posture.14
This is a curious statement inasmuch as it apparently tries to disentangle the three aspects of
(OLRW·VFRQYLFWLRQV+RZHYHURQFORVHUORRNLWVHHPVWKDWZKDW(OLRWLVUHDOO\WU\LQJWRGRLV
WRHPSKDVL]HWKHUROHRI UHOLJLRXVFRQYLFWLRQDVFOHDUO\PRUHFHQWUDOWRKLVEHOLHIVWKDQ´D
SROLWLFDOSULQFLSOHRUDOLWHUDU\IDVKLRQµ%XWWKHUHDUHDOVo other clues that suggest religious,
political and literary are inseparable. In the introductory pages of both For Lancelot Andrews
and After Strange Gods Eliot suggests projects that are in some ways both a continuation and a
repudiation of the concerns and positions held in The Sacred Wood (and especially in that
FROOHFWLRQ·VPRVWIDPRXVHVVD\´7UDGLWLRQDQGLQGLYLGXDOWDOHQWµ LQWKHHDUO\WZHQWLHV´,
wished to indicate certain lines of development, and to dissociate myself from certain
conclusions which have been drawn from my volume of essays, The Sacred Woodµ15 In the
beginning of After Strange Gods (OLRWZULWHV´'XULQJWKHFRXUVHRI WKHVXEVHTXHQWILIWHHQ
\HDUV>VLQFHWKHSXEOLFDWLRQRI ´7UDGLWLRQDQG,QGLYLGXDO7DOHQWµ@,KDYHGLVFRYHUHGRUKDG
brought to my attention, some unsatisfactory phrasing and at least one more than doubtful
analogy....The problem, naturally, does not seem to me so simple as it seemed then, nor
FRXOG,WUHDWLWQRZDVDSXUHO\OLWHUDU\RQHµ16 The claim that, although dealing with
literature, the lectures which comprise After Strange Gods DUHQRW´H[HUFLVHVLQOLWHUDU\
FULWLFLVPµ17 has already been made a few pages earlier. These two books, published
respectively in 1928 and 1934, seem to suggest that the critical stance taken in The Sacred
Wood, a stance widely associated with notions of impersonality and the autonomy of the
literary text in relation to its creator, has become impossible for Eliot. If this is the case, than
For Lancelot Andrews and After Strange Gods mark cruFLDOSRLQWVLQWKHORQJHUSURFHVVRI (OLRW·V
transformation from an aestheticist with clear debts to French symbolism to a religious
thinker incapable of conceiving anything as being strictly literary. As these passages show,
Eliot seems to be responsible both for announcing a radical break and for trying to turn the
apparent rupture into a matter of steady evolution.
%XWWKHSUREOHPRI (OLRW·VWUDQVIRUPDWLRQVDFWXDOO\KLGHVWZRGLIIHUHQW\HWUHODWHG
difficulties. One is, of course, how we asses and account for a certain trajectory Eliot has
14
15
16
17
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VXSSRVHGO\SDVVHG7KHRWKHULVWKHUHODWLRQEHWZHHQ(OLRW·VFULWLFDOZULWLQJVDQGKLVSRHWU\
Hannah Sullivan has expounded these difficulties with admirable clarity. According to her,
there are two basic ways of dealLQJZLWKWKHSRODULWLHVRI (OLRW·VOLWHUDU\FDUHHU´The first
PHWKRGKDVEHHQWRUHDGGLDFKURQLFDOO\HPSKDVL]LQJWKDW(OLRW·VSROLWLFDOYLHZVDUHRI ODWH
flowering, and of a later date than his best-known poetry. So, the 1928 pronouncement of
classicism, royalism and of Anglo-&DWKROLFLVPFDQEHEUXVKHGDZD\IURPDVWXG\RI ¶7KH
/RYH6RQJRI -$OIUHG3UXIURFN·RUThe Waste Land as chronologically irrelevant.µ18 The
RWKHUSDWKLVWR´GLYLGH(OLRW·VZRUNQRWE\FKURQRORJ\EXWE\JHQUHµ thus allowing the
critics to avoid the unpleasant question of contradiction between poetic radicalism and
ideological conservatism.19 )URPWKLV6XOOLYDQFRQFOXGHV´%RWKPHWKRGVRI SURFHGXUHVHHP
to me to offer unsatisfactory answers: either because they attempt false dichotomies between
¶HDUO\·DQG¶ODWH·EHWZHHQSROLWLFDOO\QHXWUDODQGSROLWLFDOO\H[SOLFLWRUEHFDXVHWKH\VXEVXPH
Eliot the poet in Eliot the critic, leaving his most charged, and much of his most famous,
ZRUNXQH[SODLQHGµ20 The problem Sullivan recognizes is twofold: on the one hand, powerful
dichotomies seem to be simplistic, while on the other hand attempts at establishing
FRKHUHQFHDQGFRQWLQXLW\WHQGWRSULYLOHJHRQHDVSHFWRI (OLRW·VZRUNRYHUWKHRWKHU Clearly,
the very necessity to make the exclusions Sullivan refers to, demonstrates that different
DVSHFWVRI (OLRW·VDFWLYLW\DUHVHHQDVPXWXDOO\LQFRPSDWLEOH6RPHWKLQJVLPLODUFRXOGEHVDLG
about the obsession with biography: it is precisely the apparent discrepancies that require for
(OLRW·VZRUNWR be put in the context of a more or less persuasive narrative of change and
development.
5DWKHUWKDQVLPSO\FKRRVHEHWZHHQPRUHRUOHVVSODXVLEOHYHUVLRQVRI (OLRW·V
LQWHOOHFWXDOELRJUDSK\,ZLVKWRDVNDERXWWKHRULJLQVRI RXUWHQGHQF\WRVHH(OLRW·V
biography as a problem. It seems to me that our need to resolve the tension between
reactionary and revolutionary in Eliot is largely due to the fact that we share certain notions
about the relationship between modernist literary practice and ideology. The problem, I
think, is also not in the sheer fact of Eliot embracing far-right politics. After all, the avantgarde has had a history of embracing both left and right ideologies²communism in the case
of Russian Futurists, and at least some of the Surrealists, and fascism in the case of
Marinetti or Pound. Besides, the link between some versions of modernist poetics and
fascism is no longer a taboo. Part of the problem with Eliot is, I think, the fact that he was
not a fascist. Despite his well documented anti-Semitism, disdain of liberalism, rejection of
democracy, and despite clearly authoritarian aspects of his political writings, Eliot was, as
6WHSKHQ6SHQGHURQFHQRWHG´LQWKHVWULFWHVWVHQVHRI WKHWHUP¶DUHDFWLRQDU\·µ21 Intuitively
at least, it seems much easier to link a straightforward fascist fascination with power,
YLROHQFHDQGPLOLWDULVPRI 0DULQHWWLZLWKUDGLFDOSRHWLFSUDFWLFHVWKDQLWLVWROLQN(OLRW·V
FRQVHUYDWLVPDQGKLVOLWHUDU\¶FODVVLFLVP·ZLWKVXFKSUDFWLFHV
In order to cope with the widely discussed opposition between reactionary and
UHYROXWLRQDU\LQ(OLRW,ZLVKWRVWHSDZD\IURPWKHTXHVWLRQVRI (OLRW·VELRJUDSK\DQG
H[SORUHVRPHDVSHFWVRI WKHZLGHUFXOWXUDODQGLQWHOOHFWXDOFRQWH[W%\WKLV,GRQ·WZLVKWR
suggest that all our SUREOHPVZLOOEHUHVROYHGLI ZHVLPSO\WXUQWR(OLRW·VZHOOGRFXPHQWHG
+DQQDK 6XOOLYDQ ´¶%XW ZH PXVW OHDUQ WR WDNH OLWHUDWXUH VHULRXVO\· 7 6 (OLRW DQG WKH OLWWOH PDJD]LQHV RI 
modernism, 1917²1920µ Critical Quarterly 46.2 (2004), 65.
19 Ibid., 68.
20 Ibid., 69.
21 Stephen Spender, Eliot, 215.
18

5

ALEKSANDAR STEVIû
intellectual sources such as Babbitt and Maurras. Rather, I am interested in understanding a
particular feature that the works of authors closely associated with Eliot share with broader
European intellectual situation, both on the left and the right. I am interested not only in
particular claims Eliot may have adopted, but also in the question about the nature of the
discourses he relies on. What kind of discourse is that of Charles Maurras, and what does it
share with other significant practices both on the left and the right? If Maurras and Action
Française IRUPDFUXFLDOSDUWRI (OLRW·VLPPHGLDWHLQWHOOHFWXDOFRQWH[WP\TXHVWLRQLVZKDWLV
this FRQWH[W·VFRQWH[W"$QGDJDLQ,GRQ·WPean simply the immediate sources and predecessors
RI 0DXUUDV·WKRXJKW0\DVVXPSWLRQLVWKDW0DXUUDV·UDQWVDERXWWKHVWDWHRI FRQWHPSRUDU\
France are symptomatic of a certain way of dealing with modernity and its origins, a way
that was soon to be shared not only with large parts of the ideological right, but also with
some significant figures on the left. I wish to displace the reactionary/revolutionary dilemma
(at least temporarily) from the realm of biography to that of the broader cultural context.
What kind of discursive economy are we dealing with, and how does the understanding of
its dynamics help with understanding Eliot?

7KH)UDPHZRUN·s Framework: The Root of All Evil
What is it that Max Horkheimer and Action Française have in common? More than
one would normally assume. Jürgen Habermas famously described Bataille, Derrida and
)RXFDXOWDV´WKH\RXQJFRQVHUYDWLYHVµ22 ¶&RQVHUYDWLVP·KHUHFOHDUO\SRLQWVWRZDUGVZKDW
+DEHUPDVSHUFHLYHGDVWKHLUUHMHFWLRQRI PRGHUQLW\´,IHDUWKDWWKHLGHDVRI DQtimodernity,
together with an additional touch of premodernity, are becoming popular in the circles of
DOWHUQDWLYHFXOWXUHµ23,I ´DQWLPRGHUQLW\µLVWRVLJQLI\WKHDQWL-Enlightenment impulses of the
intellectual left, then what Habermas suggested in 1980 is surely an understatement. In fact,
Enlightenment-bashing has become not only a favorite discipline but one of the crucial ways in
which the intellectual left defined itself starting, most likely, from The Dialectic of
Enlightenment (1947). When Horkheimer and Adorno undertook their comprehensive attack
on the Enlightenment they just needed to appropriate the arguments that were already out
there for at least a century. A narrative that sees the Enlightenment (with its troublesome
insistence on the intertwined powers of individualism and universal reason) as the starting
point of a development that will lead to the cataclysm of modernity has already been
produced by French counter-revolutionary thought and perfected by the religious right from
Dostoevsky to T.E. Hulme and Eliot himself.
As Kenneth Asher suggested, by the end of the 19th FHQWXU\´WKHFRQVHUYDWLYH
position [in France] is made up of a loosely related series of fears: of the revolutionary
spirit, liberalism, progress, democracy, Rousseau, capitalism, the Enlightenment, foreigners in
JHQHUDODQG-HZVLQSDUWLFXODUµ24 French reactionary thought from de Maistre to Charles
Maurras has apparently coped with two related tasks: first, to describe all the aspects of
´FRUUXSWLRQµDQG´GHFDGHQFHµRI Fontemporary France, and, second, to determine their
RULJLQV6LQFHGH0DLVWUH·VConsiderations on France (1797) this quest has for the most part
´0RGHUQLW\ YHUVXV 3RVWPRGHUQLW\µ A Postmodern Reader, Trans. Seyla Ben-Habib, Eds. Joseph Natoli and
Linda Hutcheon (Ithaca: SUNY Press, 1993), 103.
23 Ibid., 104.
24 Asher, T.S. Eliot and Ideology, 21.
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identified the Revolution and its ideological instigators, primarily Rousseau, as the point of
origin for this dangerous development.25 As Asher shows, there was some struggle to define
the exact mechanisms of tKH5HYROXWLRQ·VSHULORXVLQIOXHQFH7KLVLVSDUWLFXODUO\WUXHIRUWKH
debates about the rationality and irrationality of the Revolution. It appears that for thinkers
such as Ernest Renan and Hippolyte Taine in his later phase, the attack on the Revolution
was very much following the usual paths of anti-Enlightenment argumentation, including
hostility to individualism, materialism, and rationality.26 Asher further points out that one of
the most important moves Charles Maurras made when he appropriated this tradition in the
last years of the nineteenth century was to displace the argument of reason. If traditionally
the charge against the Enlightenment and the Revolution as its offspring was one of putting
too much confidence in rationality rather than in divine wisdom (an assumption in the very
URRWRI GH0DLVWUH·VSRVLWLRQ27 0DXUUDV·YHUVLRQRI WKLVWHOHRORJ\ZDVWRDVVRFLDWH
5RXVVHDX·VLQGLYLGXDOLVPZLWKHPRWLRQDOH[Xberance rather than with excessive belief in
reason.28 This was precisely what enabled him to revert to a version of
classicism/romanticism opposition which will be so crucial for Eliot.
That Eliot belongs to the same intellectual tradition is not among the newest
discoveries of intellectual historians. An early reviewer of For Lancelot Andrews notes that
(OLRWLVFORVHWREHFRPLQJVRPHWKLQJRI DQ´LQWROHUDQWFOHULFµDQGWKDWKLV´UHOLJLRXV
preoccupation is as irritating as that of Mr. Maurras, and as irrHOHYDQWµ29 Six years later, a
review of After Strange Gods FDOOHG(OLRW·VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WUDGLWLRQ´WKHIUXLWRI WKDW
grotesque misalliance in France at the beginning of the present century of American
pragmatism and ultra-PRQWDQH&DWKROLFLVPµDGGLQJWKDW´OLNHKLVPDVWHUV&KDUOHV0DXUUDV
DQG-DFTXHV0DULWDLQ0U(OLRWPDNHVWKHPLVWDNHRI SURWHVWLQJTXLWHDOLWWOHWRRPXFKµ30
)LQDOO\2UZHOO·VDVVHUWLRQWKDW(OLRWLVDYLFWLPRI KLVRZQ´QHJDWLYH3pWDLQLVPµ31 is an
XQPLVWDNDEOHDOOXVLRQWR0DXUUDV·FROlaborationist engagement.32

,Q DQ DOPRVW $ULVWRWHOLDQ SKUDVH 0DXUUDV FDOOV 5RXVVHDX ´WKH IRUPDO FDXVH RI  WKH 5HYROXWLRQµ &KDUOHV
Maurras, Réflexions sur la Révolution de 1789 3DULV/HV,OHVG·Or, 1948), 37.
26 See Asher, T.S. Eliot and Ideology, 16-20.
27 Joseph de Maistre, Considerations on France, Trans. Richard A. Lebrun (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), 3.
28 Asher, T.S. Eliot and Ideology, 23. 0DXUUDVTXLWHH[SOLFLWO\UHODWHVWKH5HYROXWLRQWRDQ´LQWHOOHFWXDOUHJUHVVLRQµ
DQG´PHQWDODQDUFK\µ&KDUOHV0DXUUDVRéflexions sur la Révolution de 1789, 28. For a comprehensive account
RI 0DXUUDV·YLHZVVHHDOVR(XJHQ:HEHUAction Française: Royalism and Reaction in Twentieth-Century France
(Stanford: Stanford University Press), 1962.
29 An untitled review by J[acob] Bronowski, originally published in the Cambridge Review in November 1928,
reprinted in T.S. Eliot: The Contemporary Reviews, ed. Jewel Spears Brooker (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004), 149.
30 :LOOLDP 7UR\ ´7 6 (OLRW *UDQG ,QTXLVLWRUµ Nation 138 (25 April 1934), reprinted in T.S. Eliot: The
Contemporary Reviews, 283.
31 The Collected Journalism, Letters and Essays of George Orwell, Volume II, 242.
32 I assume an objection could be raised that I am far too concerned with French reactionary thought, thus
LJQRULQJWKHUROHRI(QJOLVKFRQVHUYDWLVP DQGLWVRZQREVHVVLRQZLWKWKH)UHQFK5HYROXWLRQ LQ(OLRW·V
formation as DUHOLJLRXVFRQVHUYDWLYH$OWKRXJK,WKLQNWKDWDQH[DPLQDWLRQRI(OLRW·VOLQNVWRWKH%XUNHDQ
tradition of conservatism would be perfectly justified, there are several reasons why I believe that French
intellectual history will prove to be particularly rHOHYDQWIRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ(OLRW·VSRVLWLRQ)LUVWERWK(OLRW
and hostile reviewers of his work clearly emphasized the connection to Maurrasian tradition. More
LPSRUWDQWO\LWVHHPVWRPHWKDWWKHYHU\VWUXFWXUHRI(OLRW·VWKRXJKWZLWKLWVDPDOJDPRIDQWLsemitism, antirationalist, and anti-progressivist ideas owes something to the way French antisemitism was constituted
25
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Of course, with the exception of the 1916 lectures in which he traced the origin of
Romanticism back to Rousseau (a move which closely mirrors Maurras)33, Eliot was mostly
concerned with restoration of lost order, rather than with the genealogy of the demise. Yet
DOWKRXJKKHXVXDOO\GLGQ·WVSHQGWRRPDQ\ZRUGVH[SODLQLQJWKHH[DFWSDWKRI PRGHUQ
civilization, the project of his later essays is very much one of restoring something that was
ORVWGXHWRWKHPRGHUQZRUOG·VLQVLVWHQFH on secularization, individualism and liberalism.
(OLRW·VPRVWSRZHUIXODFFRXQWRI WKHJHQHDORJ\RI WKH´GHPLVHµLVJLYHQLQEast
Coker. As James Johnson Sweeney pointed out soon after the poem was published, its
allusions to Sir Thomas Elyot and his Governor VHUYHWRXQGHUOLQH(OLRW·VGRXEWVDERXWWKH
course of post-5HQDLVVDQFHFLYLOL]DWLRQ´'HVSLWHDOOWKHFRQILGHQFHLQWKHLQWHOOHFWXDO
SURJUHVVRI 6LU7KRPDV(O\RW·VWLPHLWLVHYLGHQWWRGD\WKDWWKHQHR-classical, individualist
approach of the Renaissance led to a mechanical view and a spiritual poverty and produced
WKHFDWDFO\VPZKLFKKDVRYHUZKHOPHGWKHSUHVHQWDJHµ34 Eliot leaves little doubt when he
VSHDNVRI WKH´IROO\µUDWKHUWKDQWKH´ZLVGRPRI ROGPHQµ35, which seems to be the
consequence of their rejection of the founding principles of Christianity. Furthermore, he
DGYRFDWHVWKHSDWKRI ´GLVSRVVHVVLRQµDEDQGRQPHQWRI ´HFVWDV\µDQG´LJQRUDQFHµ36, for,
DIWHUDOOHPSLULFDONQRZOHGJHLVSUREOHPDWLF´7KHUHLVLWVHHPVWRXVAt best, only a limited
value/In the knowledge derived from experience./The knowledge imposes a pattern, and
falsifies,/For the pattern is new in every moment/ And every moment is a new and
VKRFNLQJ9DOXDWLRQRI DOOZHKDYHEHHQµ
The decision to extend the genealogy of modernity provided in East Coker as far
back as Renaissance humanism brings Eliot closer to T.E. Hulme than to Maurras. Hulme,
of course, also drew on Action Française37, and accepted a version of the
classicism/romanticism opposition very close to that of Maurras38, but while Maurras (for
obvious reasons) focused on the Revolution and its immediate predecessors, Hulme was free
to look further back. For both Hulme and Eliot, it is only the point of origin that somewhat
differs, rather than the description of thHPHQDFH$FFRUGLQJWR+XOPH´LQVSLWHRI LWV
extreme diversity, all philosophy since the Renaissance is the same SKLORVRSK\µ39 One of the
problems with the philosophical legacy of the Renaissance is its epistemological inadequacy,
the attempt to apply thHFDWHJRULHVRI ´PDWKHPDWLFDOSK\VLFVµWRDUHDOPRI UHDOLW\WKDW
cannot be adequately comprehended through these categories, thus producing a
´PHFKDQLVWLFYLHZRI WKHZRUOGµ40 7KLVDFFRXQWVHHPVWREHFORVHO\DOLJQHGZLWK(OLRW·VYLHZ
RI WKHIDLOXUHRI ´NQRZOHGJHµWR´LPSRVHDSDWWHUQµ,QHVVHQFH+XOPHOLNH(OLRWVHHPVWR
be subscribing to the views of the French right, while extending the speculation about the
during the nineteenth century. See Michel Winock, La France et les Juifs: de 1789 à nous jours (Paris: Seuil, 2004),
and in particular Zeev Sternhell, 1L'URLWHQL*DXFKHO··LGpRORJLHIDVFLVWHHQ)UDQFH (Paris: Fayard 1987).
33 (OLRW·VV\OODEXVIRUWKLVFRXUVHZDVTXRWHGDWOHQJWKLQ$VKHUT.S. Eliot and Ideology, 37-38.
34 -DPHV-RKQVRQ6ZHHQH\´¶(DVW&RNHU·$5HDGLQJµSouthern Review, Spring 1941, Vol. vi, reprinted in T. S. Eliot:
The Critical Heritage, Vol. 2, Ed. Michael Grant (London: Routledge, 1997), 422.
35 T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 (New York ² San Diego ² London: Harcourt, Brace & Company, 1991),
185.
36 Ibid., 186.
37 For a direct reference to Maurras, see for example: T.E. Hulme, Speculations: Essays on Humanism and the
Philosophy of Art, Ed. Herbert Read (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1954), 114.
38 Ibid., 116.
39 Ibid., 14.
40 Ibid., 10.
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origins of the crisis of modernity. For him, Romanticism remains inextricably tied to the
Revolution, which means to Rousseau, individualism and the belief in progress41, but the
peril of individualism is seen as a defining feature of the Renaissance.42 Romanticism is now
VLPSO\RQHDPRQJWKH´EDVWDUGSKHQRPHQDµ43 springing from the Renaissance weltanschauung.

Appropriations of a Genealogy
7KLVZD\ZDUGQHVVRI FRQVHUYDWLYHWKRXJKW·VDWWHPSWVWRFDSWXUHWKHWUDMHFWRU\WKDW
led to what was perceived as the contemporary demise of civilization does not end with
Maurras or Hulme, and more importantly, LWGRHVQ·WHQGZLWKWKHULJKW7KHGHPLVHZLWK
which the left will soon be concerned is not the crisis of liberalism in the late 19th century,
but rather the appearance of fascism in the first half of the 20th century. Yet the genealogical
preoccupations will be remarkably similar. Even more importantly, the answers given, the
dilemmas, and the point of departure of the historical developments analyzed, very much
mirror some of the questions of the French reaction. Much of the leftist concern with the
rise of fascism was organized around the questions about the role of reason or lack of
thereof in the appearance of fascist ideology. And questions of rationality and subjectivity
XVXDOO\FRPHWRJHWKHU´5HDVRQµZULWHV0D[+RUNKHLPHU´LQLWVSURSHUVHQVHRI logos or
ratioKDVDOZD\VEHHQHVVHQWLDOO\UHODWHGWRWKHVXEMHFWLWVIDFXOW\RI WKLQNLQJµ44 While
Horkheimer writes the Eclipse of Reason (1947), Lukacs writes the Destruction of Reason (1952),
Thomas Mann writes Doctor Faustus (1947) in which the rise of the avant-garde is intertwined
with the rise of fascism, and both are seen as the reemergence of the same forces of
LUUDWLRQDOLW\DQGYLROHQFHSUHYLRXVO\XQOHDVKHGE\/XWKHU)LQDOO\0DQQ·VQRYHOLVDQDUWLVWLF
counterpart to the effort simultaneously made by Horkheimer and Adorno in the Dialectics of
Enlightenment to come to terms with the origins of the contemporary fall of Europe. All of
these attempts have in common an interest in finding the roots of fascism in the
Enlightenment, and all of them are trying to deal with the questions of both rationality and
capitalism in the process.
In many ways, Lukacs on one side and Horkheimer and Adorno on the other
UHSUHVHQWWZRPDLQYHUVLRQVRI WKH0DU[LVWJHQHDORJ\RI IDVFLVP,Q/XNDFV·DFFRXQWWKH
path oI PRGHUQLUUDWLRQDOLVPVWDUWVSUHFLVHO\ZLWKWKHDWWDFNRQSURJUHVV´WKHGHSDUWXUH
from objectivity and rationality presents itself promptly and directly as a resolute stand
DJDLQVWVRFLDOSURJUHVVµ45 $ORQJWKHVDPHOLQHVKHFRQWHQGVWKDW´>PRGHUQLUUDWLonalism]
constitutes a way from Schelling to Kierkegaard, and also the road from feudal reaction to
WKH)UHQFK5HYROXWLRQWRERXUJHRLVKRVWLOLW\WRSURJUHVVµ46 Following a predictable Marxist
pattern, the rise of irrationalism for Lukacs corresponds to successive historical falls of
aristocracy and bourgeoisie, only to leave the proletariat as the single class capable to bear
the burden of progressive social change. It is also important to note that for Lukacs fascism
Ibid., 115-116.
Ibid., 59-60.
43 Ibid., 10.
44 Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason (London and New York: Continuum, 2004), 5.
45 Georg Lukács, The Destruction of Reason, Trans. Peter Palmer (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press,
1981), 25.
46 Ibid., 7.
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comes as a consequence rather than a counterpart of capitalism.
´0RGHUQLUUDWLRQDOLVPµDV/XNDFVVHHVLWLVDYHU\ZLGHFRQFHSWHQFRPSDVVLQJ
anything from William James and Irving Babbitt to Bergson, with figures such as Heidegger
and Spengler as its heroes, and also including the main current of reactionary French
thought crucial for Eliot.47 ,WLVWKHUHIRUHQRVXUSULVHWKDWZKHQKHFKDUDFWHUL]HV%HUJVRQ·V
SURMHFWDVSULPDULO\DQDWWHPSWWRDWWDFN´WKHREMHFWLYLW\DQGVFLHQWLILFFKDUDFWHURI QDWXUDO
VFLHQWLILFNQRZOHGJHµ/XNDFVEHOLHYHVWKat he is revealing a symptom of a wider
development:
The abstract and stark confrontation of rationality and irrationalist
intuition reached its climax with Bergson, epistemologically speaking, in prewar imperialism. What Mach still treated as purely epistemological and James
developed into a general argumentation of subjective individual myths,
Bergson presents as a coherent mythical and irrational world-picture.48
As always, Lukacs is working through a clear opposition between subjective and objective,
DQGUDWLRQDODQGLUUDWLRQDOSRUWUD\LQJFDSLWDOLVP·VSDWKDVDIDOOIURPREMHFWLYHUDWLRQDOLW\
embodied in the natural sciences to subjectivist irrationality. When contrasted with the
FKDUJHV)UHQFKUHDFWLRQOHYHOHGDJDLQVWWKH5HYROXWLRQ/XNDFV·REMHFWLons to late capitalism
ORRNLQVRPHUHVSHFWVWULNLQJO\VLPLODU,QIDFW(OLRW·VRZQDQWL-romantic position, heavily
LQGHEWHGWR)UHQFKUHDFWLRQDULHVVKDUHVVLJQLILFDQWVLPLODULWLHVZLWK/XNDFV·FODLPV,QWKH
syllabus for his 1916 lectures on modern French literature he identifies among the
FKDUDFWHULVWLFVRI 5RXVVHDX·VWKRXJKW´H[DOWDWLRQRI WKHpersonal and individual above the
typicalµDVZHOODV´HPSKDVLVXSRQfeeling rather than thoughtµ49 This is not to say that either
(OLRWRU0DXUUDVGRQ·WHQFRPSass elements absent from Lukacs (such as belief in aristocracy
and order), but there is a common tendency to account for a cataclysmic modernity by
tracing the philosophies seen as irrationalist. The question of validity of the kind of
interventions in intellectual history that both sides try to perform, and especially of the
DWWHPSWVWRDWWDFK´LUUDWLRQDOLW\µWRRQHVLGHRI LGHRORJLFDOVSHFWUXPLVQRWZKDW,DP
primarily interested in here. It is not difficult to show that both sides are endowing the same
thinkers and tendencies with contradictory qualities. This entire genealogical game is fully
dependent on equating certain ideological stances with particular philosophical positions and
aspects of social history. As we have seen, in these games rationality and irrationality can
often switch places.
Yet the most important move in the game was made not by Lukacs, but by Adorno
and Horkheimer. First, it should be noted that in the Dialectic of Enlightenment irrationality is,
once again, awarded a key role in the narrative. But in a remarkable move, estranging
Horkheimer and Adorno from the positions such as those Lukacs has advocated for
decades, reason, once again, becomes the culprit:
The multiplicity of forms reduced to position and arrangement,
history to fact, things to matter...Formal logic was the high school of
unification. It offered Enlightenment thinkers a schema for making the
Ibid., 29.
Ibid.
49 Quoted in Asher, T.S. Eliot and Ideology, 38.
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world calculable...Bourgeois society is ruled by equivalence. It makes
dissimilar things comparable by reducing them to abstract quantities. For the
Enlightenment anything that cannot be resolved into numbers, and
ultimately into one, is illusion;; modern positivism consigns it to poetry.50
This is a profoundly conservative argument and it is no surprise that Horkheimer and
$GRUQRDUHTXRWLQJGH0DLVWUH·VULGLFXOLQJRI %DFRQ51 But the Dialectic of Enlightenment also
LQFOXGHVDQRWKHUSURIRXQGVKLIWLQDUJXPHQWDWLRQQRWRQO\LV(QOLJKWHQPHQW´WRWDOLWDULDQµ
EXWLWVDOOHJHGIOLJKWIRUPP\WKLVLQIDFW´P\WKLFDOIHDUUDGLFDOL]HGµ52 What Horkheimer and
Adorno are performing is a subversion of the standard Enlightenment narrative of
individual liberation through the power of reason. It is clear, however, that that argument
can be made only with some help of the traditional conservative distrust of exact science
and instrumental reason. But Horkheimer and Adorno are facing another problem: their
book is a response to the triumph of Nazism, and what they are writing should, by all
accounts, be a genealogy of irrational evil. For Thomas Man, whose Faustus seeks the answer
to the same question, the contemporary cataclysm speaks of the reawakening of the forces
of ancient barbarism. For Lukacs, even if destruction comes from within the bourgeois
civilization, it comes from there simply because that civilization seems to be abandoning the
paths of rationalism and materialism. But the answer of the Dialectic of Enlightenment is far
PRUHSDUDGR[LFDO´7KH+RUGHDWHUPZKLFKGRXEWOHVVLVWREHIRXQGLQWKH+LWOHU<RXWK
organization is not a relapse into old barbarism but the triumph of repressive égalité, the
GHJHQHUDWLRQRI WKHHTXDOLW\RI ULJKWVLQWRWKHZURQJLQIOLFWHGE\HTXDOVµ53 The evil of
fascism comes from the heart of Enlightenment rationality.

Consequences: The Limits of a Paradox
But what does it all have to do with Eliot? Why would the narrative of the
DSSURSULDWLRQRI WKHULJKW·VDQWL-Enlightenment arguments by the left be of any relevance for
(OLRW·VSRVLWLRQ"$IWHUDOO(OLRW·VLGHRORJ\ZDVIRUWKHPRVWSDUWDVWUDLghtforward case of
Maurrasian conservatism, with strong authoritarian tendencies and a belief in a superior
ideologically sound elite. There are some peculiarities to his position, such as a powerful antiindustrialist stance. In The Idea of Christian Society(OLRWQRWRQO\TXHVWLRQV´WKHK\SHUWURSK\
RI WKHPRWLYHRI 3URILWLQWRDVRFLDOLGHDOµ DVWDQFHJHQHUDOO\LQOLQHZLWKWKH0DXUUDVLDQ
EUDQGRI FRQVHUYDWLVP EXWDOVRJRHVRQWRPHQWLRQWKH´H[SORLWDWLRQµRI ODERU54 But is this
enough to compare ElioWWR0DQQ·V1DSKWD"55 In an insightful essay which seeks to
XQGHUVWDQG´WKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQDHVWKHWLFPRGHUQLVPDQGUDGLFDOSROLWLFVµ56 through a
juxtaposition of Lukacs and Eliot, North rightfully points out the fact that Eliot once
Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, Ed. Gunzelin Schmid
Noerr, Trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 4-5.
51 Ibid., 4.
52 Ibid., 11.
53 Ibid., 9.
54 T.S. Eliot, Christianity and Culture (New York and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1968), 26.
55 $ VXJJHVWLRQ PDGH E\ 0LFKDHO 1RUWK LQ ´(OLRW /XNDFV DQG WKH 3ROLWLFV RI  0RGHUQLVPµ T.S. Eliot: The
Modernist in History, Ed. Ronald Bush (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 173.
56 Ibid., 170.
50

11

ALEKSANDAR STEVIû
described T. E. HulPHDV´FODVVLFDOUHDFWLRQDU\UHYROXWLRQDU\µ57 By doing so, Eliot
demonstrated some awareness of the ideological proximity of reaction and revolution, and
perhaps exposed some of the contradictions of his own beliefs. It would be very convenient
to believHWKDW(OLRW·VLGHRORJ\LQYROYHVVRPHFRPSOH[DPDOJDPRI UHYROXWLRQDU\DQG
UHDFWLRQDU\DVGRHV0DQQ·VILFWLRQDO1DSKWDRUWKDW(OLRWLVVRPHKRZSHUIRUPLQJD
complex and paradoxical intellectual act as do Horkheimer and Adorno. It would be
convenient, but LWSUREDEO\ZRXOGQ·WEHYHU\DFFXUDWH(OLRW·VLGHRORJ\LVDV%HUQDUG
Bergonzi once noted, somewhat dull, and not all that paradoxical. Consequently, if one is to
look for the paradoxical relationship between modernity and anti-modernity in Eliot, one
shRXOGSUREDEO\VWHSDZD\IURP(OLRW·VH[SOLFLWLGHRORJLFDOVWDWHPHQWVDQGJREDFNWRWKH
relationship between poetry and prose and early and later Eliot with which I started this
essay. The paradoxical relation between reactionary and revolutionary is not primarily a
IHDWXUHRI (OLRW·VH[SOLFLWLGHRORJ\
Yet although I disagree with North on this point, I do agree that in order to
XQGHUVWDQGVRPHRI WKHSDUDGR[HVRI (OLRW·VOLWHUDU\FDUHHULWPLJKWEHKHOSIXOWRWXUQWR
Lukacs. With his simultaneous adherence to revolutionary politics and conservative
DHVWKHWLFV/XNDFVVHHPVWREH(OLRW·V0DU[LVWFRXQWHUSDUW'XULQJWKHIDPRXV*HUPDQ
GHEDWHRYHUH[SUHVVLRQLVP(UQVW%ORFKDFFXVHG/XNDFVRI DGYRFDWLQJDFHUWDLQ´SHUPDQHQW
Neo-Classicism.µ58 /XNDFV·FRPPLWPHQWWRUHDOLVPPLUURUV(OLRW·VFRPPLWPHQWWR
FODVVLFLVPDQGWKHWHUPVLQ/XNDFV·FDVHDUHODUJHO\LQWHUFKDQJHDEOH5HDOLVPLVUHSHDWHGO\
described in terms of order, hierarchy and formal unity, while modernism is seen as plagued
ZLWK´H[DOWDWLRQRI VXEMHFWLYLW\µ59, discontinuity, and even chaos.60 It is hardly necessary to
SRLQWRXWWKDW/XNDFV·FRQGHPQDWLRQRI PRGHUQLVPLVDGLUHFWFRQVHTXHQFHRI KLVRZQ
version of the genealogy of modernity. Although his debates about modernism precede the
Destruction of ReasonLWLVFOHDUWKDWPRGHUQLVWOLWHUDWXUH·VDEDQGRQPHQWRI FRPPLWPHQWWR
reality and totality is a symptom of the same perilous development he recognizes in the
´ERXUJHRLVSKLORVRSK\µ
On the other hand, even before his classicism became obvious in some of the essays
of the Sacred Wood  (OLRW·VGHVFULSWLRQRI 5RXVVHDXLQKLVFRXUVHV\OODEXV
suggests not only hostility to a particular intellectual tradition, but also to a certain kind of
DUW$VZHKDYHVHHQZKHUH/XNDFVVSHDNVRI ´H[DOWDWLRQRI VXEMHFWLYLW\µ(OLRWVSRNHRI 
´H[DOWDWLRQRI SHUVRQDODQGLQGLYLGXDOµDQGZKLOH/XNDFVGHSORUHGWKHODFNRI IRUPDO
coherence and excessive reliance on subjective experience in modernist writings, Eliot
UHFRJQL]HG´WKHGHSUHFLDWLRQRI form in art, and glorification of spontaneityµ61 as typical of
Rousseau and everything that followed as his legacy. Subsequent insistence, in the Sacred
WoodRQWKH´LPSHUVRQDOLW\µRI SRHWU\DQGWKHFRQGHPQDWLRQRI 6KDNHVSHDUHIRUIDLOLQJWR
SURGXFHDQ´REMHFWLYHFRUUHODWLYHµLQHamlet, are symptomatic of an understanding of poetic
creation that will become typical for Eliot.
2I FRXUVH(OLRW·VFODVVLFLVPUDLVHVPDQ\PRUHTXHVWLRQVWKDQ/XNDFV·SULPDULO\
Ibid., 173.
(UQVW %ORFK ´'LVFXVVLQJ ([SUHVVLRQLVPµ LQ (UQVW %ORFK HW DO Aesthetics and Politics (London and New
York: Verso), 1992, 20.
59 György Lukács, The Meaning of Contemporary Realism (London: Merlin Press, 1963), 25.
60 *HRUJ/XNDFV´5HDOLVPLQWKH%DODQFHµLQ Ernst Bloch et al., Aesthetics and Politics (London and New York:
Verso, 1992), 28-59.
61 Quoted in Asher, T.S. Eliot and Ideology, 38.
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because Eliot is, after all, a modernist poet. In order not to condemn modernist literary
practices in principle, Eliot had to endow them with what he thought are positive literary
values: he had to understand modernism as classicism. For Lukacs, the paradigmatic
opposition is the one between Joyce and Thomas Mann, where Ulysses is seen as violating the
firm hierarchical organization of realist form still present in Mann. For him, realism is
FKDUDFWHUL]HGSUHFLVHO\E\´D¶KLHUDUFK\RI VLJQLILFDQFH·LQWKHVLWXDWLRQVDQGFKDUDFWHUV
SUHVHQWHGµ62 2QWKHRWKHUKDQGLQ´Ulysses2UGHU0\WKµ  RULJLQDOO\SXEOLVKHGLQ
Dial(OLRWUHSXGLDWHVSUHFLVHO\WKHYLHZRI -R\FHDVD´SURSKHWRI FKDRVµ63, and praises his
´FODVVLFLVPµ64 The famous account of the role of myth is very much along the same lines:
´,WLVVLPSO\DZD\Rf controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the
LPPHQVHSDQRUDPDRI IXWLOLW\DQGDQDUFK\ZKLFKLVFRQWHPSRUDU\KLVWRU\µ65 Ulysses is, then,
doubly classicist: it has a strict formal organization, and one which is achieved precisely
through a firm link with the tradition.
How do we account for the proximity of Lukacs· and Eliot·s aesthetic ideals? One
answer would be to adopt an agnostic point of view and claim that the relationship between
aesthetics and ideology is so unstable that almost any aesthetics can be advocated from the
positions of any ideology. In a sense, such a conclusion would also lead to the disappearance
of the initial question about reactionary and revolutionary in Eliot. If any ideology functions
with any aesthetics, it becomes very hard to speak about a paradoxical relationship between
the two. Quite a few examples could be produced to demonstrate this point. Marinetti
espoused fascism, and even attained a prominent place in Italian fascist establishment, and
yet WKH1D]LVUHMHFWHGKLPDORQJZLWKWKHUHVWRI ´GHJHQHUDWHDUWµ5XVVLDQ)XWXULVWV DORQJ
with other avant-garde artists), believed that they were the art of the Revolution, only to be
rejected by the Soviet system in favor of far more traditional artistic forms.
Clearly enough, this leap into agnosticism is a good way to erase the question. What
makes this move inadequate is the fact that, however unstable, the relationship between left
and right ideological projects and different literary practices is being shaped within a distinct
cultural context, and is inseparable from a particular discursive mode of what I called
genealogical fantasies. If Lukacs ended up embracing an aesthetics which (in theory, at least)
closely corresponds to some of the key features of Eliot·s classicism, he did so because, like
Eliot, he derived his understanding of modernist literary form from a particular version of
the genealogy of modernity. From Maurras, to Hulme, to Lukacs, to Eliot, to Mann, the
question of artistic form is a political and ideological question. And the answer to it is
inscribed in their respective understanding of the historical processes that shaped modernity.
Even more importantly, these thinkers didn·t simply subscribe to the same mode of
speculation;; they also draw from the same pool of themes and oppositions, as if they all
used the same deck of cards. However, the combination of classicism, monarchism, and
Anglo-Catholicism, along with adherence to a modernist poetics is something more than a
hand in the game, produced by the shuffling of cards: it is a product of a distinct series of
intellectual choices, but choices that were made within a particular realm of possibilities.
This conclusion will not erase all the issues with Eliot·s biography. It remains difficult
to deny that Eliot·s essays from the thirties and forties, unlike the ones he wrote in the early
Lukács, The Meaning of Contemporary Realism, 34.
Modernism: An Anthology, ed. Lawrence S. Rainey (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 165.
64 Ibid., 166.
65 Ibid., 167.
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twenties, are suggesting a rising commitment to a conservative ideology, and a diminishing
interest in literary form. It would be equally difficult to deny the differences between The
Waste Land and Four Quartets. What I do wish to suggest, however, is that the perceived
paradox of Eliot·s career cannot be fully accounted for in biographical terms, no matter how
persuasive some biographical accounts are. In a quotation with which I opened this essay,
George Orwell suggested that Eliot·s path was, after all, historically and psychologically
plausible. This is not to say that the complexity of Eliot position went unrecognized in its
original context, or that it was considered natural. However, it seems to me that if there is a
paradox in the relation between Eliot·s ideology, his aesthetics, and his poetic practice, such a
paradox is not only historically plausible, but historically conditioned. It was a particular
discursive situation that made it possible to simultaneously adhere to the reactionary politics
of Action Française, espouse aesthetic ¶classicism· and write The Waste Land.

