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Abstract

This thesis considers Eliot’s critical writing from the late 1910s till the mid-1930s, in the

light of his PhD thesis — Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F. H. Bradley —
and a range of unpublished material: 7. S. Eliot’s Philosophical Essays and Notes (1913- 4)
in the Hayward Bequest (King’s College, Cambridge University); T. S. Eliot’s Family

Papers 1n the T. S. Eliot Collection at the Houghton Library (Harvard University); and items
from the Harvard University Archives at the Pusey Library. The thesis offers a
comprehensive view of Eliot’s cntical development throughout this important period. It
starts by considering The Sacred Wood’s ambivalence towards the metaphysical philosophy
of F. H. Bradley and Eliot’s apparent adoption of a scientific method, under the influence of
Bertrand Russell. It will be argued that Eliot uses rhetorical strategies which simultaneously
subvert the method he is propounding, and which set the tone for an assessment of his

criticism throughout the 1920s. His indecision, in this period, about the label ‘Metaphysical’
for some poets of the seventeenth century, reveals the persistence of the philosophical
thought he apparently rejects in 1916, when he chooses not to pursue a career in philosophy
in Harvard. This rhetorical tactic achieves its fulfilment in Dante (1929), where Eliot finds a
model 1 the medieval allegorical method and ‘philosophical’ poetry. Allegory is also
examined in connection with the evaluation of Eliot’s critical writings themselves to

determine, for instance, the figurative dimension of his early scientific vocabulary and
uncover metaphysical residues he had explicitly disowned but would later embrace. Finally,

it 1s suggested that, the hermeneutics of allegory are historical and it is used here to test the

relationship between Eliot’s early and later critical writings, that is the early physics and the

later metaphysics.
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Introduction

This thesis starts from the premise that T. S. Eliot was a serious student of philosophy before
turning to literature and it continues by attempting to determine the significance of this

background in his development as a literary critic. It concerns itself only with Eliot’s prose

writings, and the importance of philosophy in the interpretation of his literary criticism up to
the mid 1930s. The choice of this date is partly determined by Eliot’s own suggestion in To

Criticize the Critic (1965) that his critical career may be divided into three periods: the first
runs to the end of his involvement with the Egoist in 1918; the second covers roughly the whole

of the 1920s which then give way to a period “of public lectures and addresses, rather than

articles and reviews.”' The stylistic tensions which mark the development of Eliot’s critical
voice are at their most evident in the earlier parts, if only because these writings are ultimately
about the problem of the use and style of critical language. It is my intention to argue that
Eliot’s turn from philosophy to literature was instigated by the hope of finding in the literary, a

style which would make up for the one which had defeated him in his philosophical studies.

Eliot’s search for style is not only a poetic but also a cntical concern, where
philosophy becomes a major protagonist throughout. As he himself noted towards the end of
his life: “I spent three years, when young, in the study of philosophy. What remains to me of

these studies? The style of three philosophers: Bradley’s English, Spinoza’s Latin and Plato’s
Gree:k.""’2 My purpose is not to determine which particular philosophical school is more
responsible for Eliot’s literary theories, but in which ways philosophy as a genre determines the
development of his critical style, and, only in passing, also of his poetry. To this extent my
consideration of the influence of individual philosophers over Eliot’s work aims to depart from
the sort of scholarship which tries to align his criticism with particular schools of philosophy.
The importance of critics such as Jeffrey Perl, Donald Childs, Piers Gray, Richard Shusterman,

Hugh Kenner, Anne C. Bolgan among others cannot be underestimated. Yet this approach is

IT.s. Eliot, “To Criticize the Critic’ in To Criticize the Critic: And Other Writings (1965)(London: University of
Nebraska Press, 1991), pp. 17-18.

2 “To Criticize the Critic’, pp. 20-21.



potentially dangerous, particularly given the opacity of philosophy as a specialist subject. In
poetry it tends to become a self-justifying process, where the critics tend to see in Eliot’s verse

the resolution and embodiment of his philosophical thought; on the other hand, Eliot scholars

are sometimes tempted to consider his literary criticism as thinly veiled philosophical treatises.’

On the 24™ October, 1913, Eliot delivered a paper at Harvard’s Philosophical Club
of which he was the president. He was twenty-five, and was studying towards a PhD m

philosophy. The paper was entitled ‘The Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics’.* As

a whole this paper fires a waming shot about the process by which politics pursues
metaphysical legitimization:

So the question I would lay before you is this: what need and what right has politics to a metaphysics; and
when a political theory has such philosophical affiliations of what sort is the relationship; is it logical or
purely emotional? May the same generalisations lie at the basis of both structures?’

The subtext to this set of questions is an equally worried concern about contemporary

philosophy in general, with its false metaphysical pretensions which really hide a cheap

emotional appeal rather than true intellectual coherence. Eliot notes:

This is a time in which philosophies lend themselves, or at least offer themselves, with great facility to
emotional consequences. A time of what a pragmatist friend of mine has called lyric philosophers. James’
philosophical writings constitute an emotional attitude more than a book of dogma; the neo-realistic
movement appears to the uninitiated at least a spontaneous outburst of genius, a song without words; and we
observe Mr B. Russell directing with passionate enthusiasm his unearthly ballet of bloodless alphabet.
Professor Bosanquet is the prophet who has put off his shoes and talked to the Absolute in a burning bush; to
Professor Royce we owe the [illegible] of Christianity by the method of last aid to the dead. And the
landscape is decorated with Bergsonians in various degrees of recovery from intellect®

3 In the introduction to From Philosophy to Poetry: T. S. Eliot’s Study of Knowledge and Experience (New Y ork:
Palgrave, 2001), Donald J. Childs addresses the problem of the philosophical appropriation of Eliot’s criticism and

poetry by various generations of critics. Childs begins by noting the early prevalence of the ‘second-hand’ Bradley
approach, and then moves on to subsequent appropriations of critics grouped under a number of headings: ‘the
Bergsonian Eliot’, ‘the Indian Eliot’, ‘the Anthropological Eliot’, ‘the Poststructural Eliot’, ‘the Pragmatic Eliot’,
‘the Semiotic Eliot’, ‘the Analytic Eliot’, ‘the Existential Eliot’, ‘the Phenomenological Eliot’, ‘the Hermeneutic
Eliot’, ‘the Psychological Eliot’, ‘the Mystical Eliot’, and ‘the Political Eliot’. Childs is not trying to discourage
these approaches, but aims to delimit their individual application. Yet, he adds: “Criticism of Eliot that 1s unaware

of the extent to which his early philosophical study of knowledge and experience is ‘not abandoned’ in his
criticism, poetry and politics, and so on, is undoubtedly impoverished”, p. 48.

4 A cover note suggests this title and states that it is a response to Walter Lippman’s A Preface to Politics
(Kennerly, 1913); The Harvard University Gazette confirms that Eliot scheduled its delivery to the Harvard

Philosophical Club for the 17th, but postponed it to the 24™, The Harvard University Gazette, 9 (11th October,
1913).

3 “The Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics® (MS), T. S. Eliot’s Family Papers, T. S. Eliot Collection,
Houghton Library, p. 1.

6 “The Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics’, pp. 1-2.



In one long paragraph Eliot’s black humour consigns all current philosophy to oblivion. The key
complaint is that held against these “lyric philosophers”, who “lend themselves, or at least offer
themselves, with great facility to emotional consequences”. This was a premise which was to
dominate much of his reviewing in the late 1910s, as a way of criticising the lack of rigour of
non-scientific thought. At this earlier stage he is condemning all philosophy without distinction,
metaphysical as well as scientific. Russell’s passionate enthusiasm for his “unearthly bloodless
ballet of bloodless alphabet” is happily compared to Bosanquet’s chat with “the Absolute in a
burning bush”’. Whether one approaches the problem from an empirical or idealist perspective,

Eliot seems to suggest, one ends up with the same meaningless jargon.

“The Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics’ amounts to Eliot’s hammering
the final nail in the coffin of his short involvement with Bergsonianism, initiated during his stay
in Paris between 1910 and 1911. But it also marks the beginning of a long struggle to shrug off

Pragmatism which was dominating Harvard at the time:

[Pragmatism and Bergsonianism] seem to me at bottom very different. Bergson denies human values; for
pragmatism man is the measure of all things. The latter is a ‘practical’ philosophy. You choose a point of
view because you like it. Yet the two philosophies, like all anti-thetical philosophies, tend to meet. For they
both reduce the world to illusion . . . Philosophy is to fit a need. On the other hand we cannot tell what this

need is unless we philosophise. Pragmatism needs to be supplemented by a theory of the relation of human
life to the world. And with this completion it would I think cease to be pragmatism.®

Both Pragmatism and Bergsonianism are criticised for encouraging an unholy alliance between
politics and metaphysics, each appropriating the other from their own extreme position. These
extremes meet in the erroneous conclusion of refusing credibility to human values outside
themselves: pragmatism by considering them in terms of cash value, Bergsonianism by
allowing them but transitory value which is inevitably overcome by the unforgiving forces of

the elan vital of history. Human existence is thus reduced to a Behavioral animism, to biology
and psychology, a position which Eliot rejects. Pragmatism makes all philosophy a political

pursuit for which it illegitimately recruits metaphysical legitimization. Much of Eliot’s later

7 Bernard Bosanquet (1848-1923) was an Oxford contemporary of F. H. Bradley and, like the latter, was also
considered a member of the late l9“‘-century school of British Idealism. Bosanquent placed himself in the tradition
of Kant, Hegel and, ultimately, Plato. Yet, he was well aware of 19".century Anglo-American empiricism and
materialism, The result was a brand of idealist philosophical thought that combined the Anglo-Saxon penchant for
empirical study with a vocabulary and conceptual apparatus borrowed from the continent. This is precisely the
kind of esoteric philosophy Eliot parodies as “the Absolute in a burning bush”.

8 “The Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics’, p. 21.



10

critical development depends of his struggle to understand the metaphysical impulse of

philosophy, while seeking their legitimate convergence. At this early stage Eliot must first tell

them apart.

The approach this thesis has adopted may be blamed for separating discourse from
subject matter, and perhaps for underestimating the seriousness of Eliot’s commitment to
particular philosophical theories. But this seems to be the very separation called for in “The

Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics’. Indeed, Eliot is not an intellectual opportunist
only concerned with utilizing a philosophical gravitas for his own literary purposes, but neither

1s he a believer in the synthesizing power of any particular brand of philosophy. He is,

however, an intellectual aesthete of sorts throughout the 1910s, but this i1s as good as a genuine
philosophical position gets given the philosophical climate of this early period. He takes refuge
in form. Early twentieth-century philosophy was, in fact, increasingly concerned with the
mediation of ideas as the very site of philosophical doctrine. The rise of analytic philosophy in
Bntain 1s the point in case, with which Eliot first came into contact when Russell went to
Harvard as visiting professor in 1914. Eliot was, however, familiar with his philosophy from
his readings of New Realism, which hit Harvard two years earlier. This philosophical school
was hoping to by-pass philosophy’s cul-de-sacs by offering logic, within a empirical
framework, as a way of clarifying and giving finality to philosophical questions. The picture I
am left with is that of a young Eliot, who must leave academic philosophy, but who tumns to
aesthetics, precisely as a kind of philosophical commitment. Any speculation about Eliot’s
philosophical allegiances must be controlled by the intellectual climate in which he abandons
philosophy when he decides not to return to Harvard in 1916. The paradox is that Eliot’s
rejection of philosophy is coherent with new philosophical developments, even though these
developments were calling for the end of philosophy and hailing the supremacy of science in
the form of logic. One might say that Eliot rejects philosophy for philosophical reasons; the

reason being that one can no longer hold intellectual positions on metaphysical grounds but

must test the coherence of one’s thought in the very language one uses to express the subject of

his/her allegiances.
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Though, by 1916, Eliot had just completed his doctoral thesis on the British 1dealist
F. H. Bradley, it is possible to deduce that Eliot, at this early stage, had become a follower of
Russell. Interestingly Bradley is not among the philosophers he attacks in ‘The Relationship

Between Politics and Metaphysics’, though Bosanquet is, and he was an admirer of Bradley,

but so is Russell. Whatever Eliot’s misgivings about Bradley’s brand of philosophy might have

been, they did upset his plans to visit Marburg in 1914 to study German philosophy — and
where he annotated his copy of Husserl’s Logical Investigations — in preparation for Oxford

and Bradley. The reality is that Russell is important because he represents the prevalent climate
of dissatisfaction with the abstractions of philosophy and the growing concern with making its

language subject to the exactitude expected from the sciences. Eliot may by the late 1910s share
this concemn. Yet it is not as simple as that, given his constant questioning of the objectivist

claims of science in both his doctoral dissertation and some of his graduate papers. The analysis

of some of Eliot’s unpublished graduate papers is particular helpful in exposing his anti-

scientific bias as late as the period 1913-1914 when Eliot attended Josiah Royce’s seminars on
Logic at Harvard. Eliot’s notes ‘Description and Interpretation’ and his paper ‘The

Interpretation of Primitive Ritual’ are direct attacks on the scientific pretension to access and

give account of data in its original form.

The importance of Eliot’s graduate papers is invaluable to avoid taking his early
literary cniticism and dissertation at face value. His graduate papers open a space in which
intellectual doubts mingle with an attempt to find a firm philosophical position. This kind of
work has been pioneered by Jeffrey Perl whose articles have done much to focus Eliot’s
philosophical background.9 His work is important because it has added additional matenal
without which it would be easy to overemphasize Eliot’s Bradleyanism in his dissertation, or
Russell’s logical rigour in his early literary criticism. Perl offers an explicit alternative to the

Bradleyan overcompensation perpetuated by the likes of Anne C. Bolgan, who must be credited

9 See Jeffrey Perl and Andrew Tuck’s ‘The Significance of T. S. Eliot’s Notebooks® in T. S. Eliot: Essays From
the Southern Review, James Onley ed. (London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1988), pp. 157-178, and

Jetfrey Perl’s “The Language of Theory and the Language of Poetry: The Significance of T. S. Eliot’s Notebooks,
Part Two’, Southern Review, 21, nol (Winter 1985), pp. 1012-1023.
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for encouraging Eliot to publish his dissertation'’, or Hugh Kenner'', who while
acknowledging the debt to Bradley finds little more to say about its significance. Donald Childs
1s among the critics who notes the short-comings of this sort of criticism and attempts a more

sophisticated application of Eliot’s dissertation over the interpretation of his early poetry in

‘Knowledge and Experience in ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’.!* This kind of work is
not without its relevance, but fails to address the complexity of Eliot’s philosophical
background full on. One has to wait, perhaps until his 7. S. Eliot, Mystic, Son and Lover to see¢
a broader approach to the philosophical question via the exploration of Eliot’s Harvard years.

Such explorations are only complete if one is prepared to dig into Eliot’s unpublished material

up to 1916. Childs does this to some extent, particularly with respect to Eliot’s graduate courses
and his early interest in religion, mysticism and Hindu philosophy which he studied under
Professor J. H. Woods. But for fuller accounts one must turn to Jain Manju’s invaluable T. §.
Eliot and American Philosophy (1992), which (following in the tradition of Piers Gray’s early

T. S. Eliot's Intellectual and Poetic Development (1982)) excavates Eliot’s philosophical

experience found 1n his unpublished papers and notes, rather than just skimming the Bradleyan

surface of his dissertation.

It 1s the sheer impenetrability of Eliot’s dissertation which has to be looked into 1n

its own right. His reluctance to publish it in 1964 was because, as Eliot confesses in its

troduction — with what degree of false modesty it is difficult to determine -, he could no

longer claim to understand everything contained in it. This problem is symptomatic of Eliot’s

very struggle at the time he wrote it and not just attributable to the time span between its
completion and publication fifty-two years later. Knowledge and Experience is challenging not
Just because of the specialist nature of its subject, but because of the obscurity of its style.

Notwithstanding its philosophical worth — as J. H. Woods testifies in a letter in 1916 which

10 Her casual discovery of Eliot’s thesis initiated a campaign to convince Eliot of its publication. She succeeded,
though it led to an extreme revisionist approach to reread all of Eliot’s work in the light of Bradley’s philosophy.
See Anne C. Bolgan, ‘The Philosophy of Bradley and the Mind of T.S. Eliot: An Introduction’ in English
Literature and British Philosophy, S. P. Rosebaum ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), pp. 251-277.

11 gee Hugh Kenner, The Invisible Poet (New York: McDowell, Obolensky, 1959)

12 See Donald Childs, ‘Knowledge and Experience in ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”, ELH, 55, nol
(Autumn, 1988), pp. 685-699.
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encourages Eliot to return to Harvard to take the oral examination'> — Eliot’s dissertation is a
laboured discursive effort which puzzles more than convinces, just as his early criticism also
puzzles yet somehow convinces by a kind of rhetorical inertia, which hypnotizes the reader to
go on nodding to the final full stop. It is this stylistic quality which first strikes the reader of his

criticism, and it is my intention to turn to it as the means to do full justice to the relationship

between Eliot’s philosophical and literary expenences.

One must consider the idea that Eliot abandons philosophy as an attempt to write
better. Such a study must, then, seek the origins of this problem of style to determine precisely
what Eliot rejects and what he keeps from his philosophical experience. It is perhaps easier to
name what he rejects as ‘metaphysics’. In the essays and reviews collected in The Sacred

Wood, metaphysics becomes a by-word for stylistic impressionism and obscurity. This

figurative use of the term sets in motion the rhetorical transformation of Eliot’s philosophical
baggage, as he seeks to overcome the ideological confusion endemic in philosophical thought;
a confusion which must terminate in stylistic obscurity. One must be fully aware of this
rhetorical dimension if one is not to fall into the very philosophical difficulties Eliot
experienced while writing his thesis. This is perhaps the problem of Lewis Freed, whose
informed and able account of Eliot’s philosophical inclinations in 7. S. Eliot: The Critic as
Philosopher (1979) 1s so close a re-enactment of Eliot’s own philosophical explorations that it
fails to offer a useful picture of the relation between the criticism and the philosophy. At the
other extreme 1s Richard Shusterman, who tends to be more narrow and accessible in his scope
but tends to change his mind every few years. He begins by considering Eliot as a Bradleyan,
then 1s convinced that the real influence comes from Bertrand Russell, and finally makes Eliot
an obvious pragmatist. His T. S. Eliot and the Philosophy of Criticism (1988) takes the reader
through this journey of allegiances, but does not in the end help us to read the criticism on its
own terms. We are, as 1t were, force-fed a line by the academic philosophers, that the criticism

1s the product of the philosophy with little hope for dissent. It is precisely this entrapment

13 “The Division of Philosophy has accepted your thesis without the least hesitation. Prof Royce regards it as the
work of an expert”, ‘From J. H. Woods, 23 June 1916, Letters, p. 142.
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which Eliot was fighting in 1916, and we must do the same. The way out for both Eliot and

ourselves 1s rhetoric.

Rhetoric has a provisional character in the first stages of this thesis. I use it to point
out a leaning towards a discourse-centred approach in Eliot’s literary criticism. To impose a
particular rhetorical method from the beginning would be an unjustifiable reading of Eliot’s
prose style. As we shall see, there is, in fact, only a limited amount of direct references to
rhetoric in his early writings, mainly in ‘““Rhetoric” and Poetic Drama’ and, later, in the Clark
Lectures. Instead I propose gradually to tease out evidence from his own writings in order to
form a definite picture of Eliot’s rhetorical methods. The main problem in doing so is that, in

his literary criticism, Eliot is interested in poetry, and, thus, has little time for rhetoric. Yet the

poetry seems to naturally take him to rhetorical considerations.'* In fact, the closest Eliot

eventually gets to an overall poetic theory is through his interest in Dante’s allegorical method,

at which point the latent persistence of rhetoric becomes most evident.

Allegory 1s not only important in determining a rhetorical method of interpretation
but becomes a point of thematic synthesis in my argument. Allegory is particularly important in
determining the permanence of Eliot’s philosophical self-consciousness throughout his career.
It 1s through allegory that he seeks to develop the idea of Philosophical Poets, an idea he
borrows from his Harvard teacher George Santayana.!’> Allegory allows Eliot to recycle his

philosophical interests to develop a general method of interpretation. The rhetorical struggle

between science (or literal) and metaphor (or figurative) initiated in The Sacred Wood is

eventually fulfilled by his criticism of Dante’s allegory. This is a process which eventually
reconciles Eliot with the metaphysical philosophy he was trying to leave behind; a return to
metaphysics through the physics. There is, from this perspective, a fundamental coherence
throughout his literary criticism in which his early scientific bias adopts new forms and can be

rescued through re-reading. The Sacred Wood’s stress on a literal, empirical and conceptual

14 1¢ s per}laps symptomatic that Eliot included the essay ‘““Rhetoric” and Poctic Drama’ in The Sacred Wood,
where he tries to redeem the term within the poetic context of the blank verse.

11,5 Gecirggle Ofantayana, Three Philosophical Poets: Lucretius, Dante, and Goethe (Cambridge: Harvard University
ress, _
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exactitude remains, but imports into its mechanisms further levels of understanding in the light

of later criticism. The metaphoric and metaphysical implied in Eliot’s early literary criticism

can finally be acknowledged. This amounts to a historicism about his own critical development,
where the passing of time does not leave behind the most daring of his poetic theories or critical
positions. It opens up a synchronic dimension where his criticism can be reinterpreted while

maintaining a faithfulness to what Eliot meant when he stated it. This historicism, which may

be said to fulfil his own ‘historical sense’, will be seen to fit into the allegorical tradition of

figural prophecy.

This approach to Eliot’s criticism is new insofar as it tries to uncover the workings
of his prose style, while using the content of his writings as a foundation for the conclusion

which are drawn — what this thesis offers in the end is a close reading of Eliot’s critical

writings. This involves the application of his statements about poetry to the critical writings

themselves. I am not trying to suggest that all discourse can be analyzed in poetic terms, but, on

the contrary, that the poetic must be subsumed under a wider bracket of hermeneutics. This
Eliot explicitly identifies as the allegorical method in the particular context of Dante’s poetry,
and adapts it for his purposes as a form of rhetoric. It is only rarely that Eliot’s criticism
receives this sort of attention, perhaps it is only worth mentioning Edward Lobb’s T. S. Eliot

and the Romantic Critical Tradition (1981) and John Paul Riquelme’s Harmony of Dissonance:

I. S. Eliot, Romanticism, and Imagination (1991). Lobb dedicates a whole chapter to Eliot’s
cntical style entitled ‘Eliot as Rhetorician’. Yet, his only interest in analyzing Eliot’s critical

style 1s from the point of view of technique to prove his participation in the Romantic tradition.
In the end, Lobb gives us an image of Eliot as a skilful manipulator of language and of the
critical argument, but little more. He fails to address Eliot’s intellectual motivation and tensions
about what he was trying to say and how he said it. In short Lobb analyzes Eliot’s rhetoric as if
it were poetry. On the other hand, Riquelme does well to address the possibility of using the
allegorical model for purposes similar to mine, yet he does not seem to understand allegory in
the medieval context and appropriates it to suggest ‘deconstruction’. This kind of approach fails

to read Eliot’s criticism with enough attention to detail, and precisely in a way that confirms the
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deconstructive method of Mr. Riquelme, that is, that Eliot’s style is allegorical because its
interpretation encourages a fluidity which refuses closure. Lobb too is keen to find a virtue in
the apparent lack of a system in Eliot’s criticism, and takes refuge in the latter’s charming way

with words. It is as if Lobb is saying that he is not quite sure what Eliot means but that that 1s

the beauty of it because, hey, he is a great mimic, shows a great sense of irony and uses
metaphors in unexpected ways. Riquelme, for his part, misses the coherence of Eliot’s literary
criticism precisely at the point where he denies his style the philosophical background which
Eliot comes to see in Dante’s allegorical method. Riquelme’s main mistake lies in his neglect
of Eliot’s philosophical studies, which 1mtiate his allegorical journey from physics to

metaphysics, the very journey this thesis proposes to encompass.
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Chapter 1

Science and the Style of Philosophy

This chapter considers Eliot’s choice to remain in England shortly before completing his
doctoral thesis while visiting Oxford on a Sheldon Travelling Fellowship between 1914-10.
This choice has important consequences in the development of Eliot’s career; it amounts to the
apparent rejection of philosophy just when it seemed his natural career option. I will consider a

number of explanations for this decision: whether it amounts to a general disenchantment with

philosophy or a particular rejection of the puritanical philosophical environment at Harvard.

One can explain Eliot’s interest in literary criticism as an experiment In
philosophical discourse, and as a way of marrying his literary and philosophical interests in

ways which the philosophical environment at Harvard would not have allowed for. However,
Eliot turns much of his early literary criticism into a critique of metaphysics which, for him,
undermines philosophy as a whole. Just as he criticises its discourse he nitiates a process of
definition which involves both his interests and the development of a critical voice of his own.
Eliot’s criticism borrows as much as it rejects elements from philosophy. He rejects the
metaphysics and borrows the science, which offers Eliot a stylistic model from which to draw
in the development of his cntical style. More importantly science provides the theoretical
perspective to criticise metaphysics, but which ultimately — and this is my argument — will
enable the regeneration of the latter. His adoption and development of a logical style reflect
Eliot’s stylistic bias in his dealings with philosophy as science in the 1910s. I will consider in
this chapter the extent of Eliot’s manipulation of logic for his own critical purposes, and argue
its subversion by becoming a rhetorical tool which re-defines the original scientific status of

logical arguments. More importantly, I will consider the cognitive grounding on which logic is

rooted: whether 1t is empirical or latently metaphysical.

Marriage, Literature and Philosophy
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Towards the end of the 1910s Eliot had made rapid progress in the world of letters. This was

achieved through the compulsive production of whatever reviews Eliot could get into

magazines. The compulsion was partly financial necessity as well as the need to make a name
for himself in the English literary world. These two are in turn the consequence of Eliot’s
marriage to Vivienne Haigh-Wood on the 26th of June 1915 and his decision to stay in England

to become a literary man. Thus Eliot unexpectedly drops Philosophy as a vocation. He had

: 16 : : : : .
written to Professor James H. Woods only a month before his marriage with the intention of

returning to Harvard or, at the very least, of continuing his philosophy studies at Merton

College, Oxford, where he was about to complete his doctoral thesis on Francis Herbert

Bradley and Alexus von Meinong.'” Eliot wote:

I hope you will let me know about next year, because if I do not have a re-appointment, financial conditions
make it desirable for me to get as much assistant’s work at Harvard as I can adequately perform in addition
to my own affairs — in case there is room for me. I certainly should not resign in the middle of the year.'®

Eliot is requesting the assistantship he held before leaving Harvard for Europe in 1914 in case
the “re-appointment” to his Sheldon Travelling Fellowship — which was keeping him at Oxford
— fell through. The next entry after Eliot’s letter to Prof. Woods of the 6th May 1n The Letters of
T.S. Eliot, notes his marriage to Vivienne". He did in fact get his Fellowship renewed, but
turned 1t down as well as the assistantship by choosing to stay in England.”® One can only

deduce that Eliot was predisposed to stay in England whether he got the assistantship or not, the

marriage being the means to make this stay inevitable. The re-appointment to the Sheldon

Travelling Fellowship may not have been as decisive as Eliot implies in his letter to Prof.

16 professor James Woods (1864-1935) taught Eliot Indian philosophy at Harvard where he was Professor of
Philosophy at Harvard between 1913-34. He had joined the department as an instructor in Indian philosophy in

1903. TSE recorded that ‘a year in the mazes of patanjali’s metaphysics under the guidance of James Woods left
me 1n a state of enlightened mystification®’ (After Strange Gods, 1934, p. 40).

Y7 The original title of Eliot’s doctoral thesis puts as much emphasis on Bradley as on Meinong: ‘Meinong’s
Gegenstandstheorie Considered in Relation to Bradley’s Theory of Knowledge’. A later version drops Meinong
from the title: ‘Experience and the Objects of Knowledge in the Philosophy of F. H. Bradley’.

18 “To J. H. Woods, 6th May [1915Y’, Letters, p. 98.

I9 “On the 26th June TSE married Vivienne Haigh Haigh-Wood at Hampstead Registry Office in the presence of
Lucy Ely Thayer (her close friend, cousin of Scofield) and Lilia C. Symes, Vivienne’s aunt. Their ages are given
as twenty-six, although she had just turned twenty-seven. TSE is recorded as ‘of no occupation’ and living at 35
Greek Street, Soho. His father is described as a ‘Brick Manufacturer® and Vivienne’s father as an ‘Artist (Painter)’.
Their respective fathers knew nothing of the wedding beforehand”, Letters, pp. 98-99.

20 Letters, “To J. H. Woods, 10th July 1915°, p. 108.
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Woods. In fact, Eliot never liked Oxford very much and had always preferred London.?! His

marriage to Vivienne settled his indecision.

This interpretation is now commonplace among Eliot scholars. Peter Ackroyd’s

biography clearly states that Eliot felt under pressure to achieve great things from his family;
that though Eliot

was protected every step of the way and although his family expected great things of him, these were to be

attained only within the confines which they understood. It is a familiar story and the imperative is familiar
also: to get out.”

Eliot had already made his first escape from New England in 1910, the year of his graduation

for his A. B. in English Literature. He went to Paris to attend Henri Bergson’s Lectures at the
Collége de France. Now he was to make his escape good, but surely at the price of a half-

hearted marriage. The effectiveness of this escape, however, is testified by his eventual success
as poet and critic, just as it is true that Vivienne had her own ideas when she married Eliot and
fought hard to keep him in England as she was to tell Richard Aldington in 1922.* Eliot’s

correspondence with his mother during this period shows no evidence of the marriage being a
problem; the principal debate is over his decision not to pursue an academic career. The number

of attempts on the part of Eliot’s parents to redirect him back on the academic track illustrates

this prionity. Charlotte C. Eliot’s hopes and fears are set out in a letter to Bertrand Russell in

which she encourages the philosopher to intercede over Eliot’s decision on her behalf:

I am sure your influence in every way will confirm my son in his choice of philosophy as his life work.
Professor Woods speaks of his thesis as being of exceptional value. I had hoped he would seek a University

appointment next year. If he does not I should feel regret. I have absolute faith in his Philosophy but not in
the vers libre**

21 I do not know my own plans for the future. Day before yesterday came a telegram from Harvard, notifying me
of my renomination to my fellowship. But I do not know what I should do with it if I had it. Oxford I do not enjoy:
the food and the climate are execrable, I suffer indigestion, constipation, and colds constantly; and the university
atmosphere. If I could be allowed to stay in London and work at the Museum I should be content; but the War

suffocates me, and I do not think that I should ever come to like England [. . .] On the other hand I dread returning
to Cambridge”, To Conrad Aiken, 25 February [1915], Letters, p. 88.

22 peter Ackroyd, T. S. Eliot (London: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 39.

23 “I am English, and once I liked England - once I fought like mad to keep Tom here and stopped his going back

to America. I thought I could not marry him unless I was able to keep him here, in England”, ‘Vivienne Eliot to
Richard Aldington, 157 July 1922, Letters, p. 544.

24 “Charlotte C. Eliot to Bertrand Russell, 23 May 1916°, Letters, p. 139.
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It is curious that Charlotte does not attempt a direct appeal to his son, but seeks the indirect

influence of philosophers such as Russell or Woods himself; indeed it was through Russell in

particular that offers of academic and journalistic work came to Eliot. The result is that, far
from fulfilling his literary interest from the beginning of his career, Eliot finds himself

compromising. His first publications are not in literary magazines, but in philosophy journals;
namely the Monist and the International Journal of Ethics, most of which are book reviews.

Thus Eliot makes a quick start in the English world of letters at the expense, perhaps, of

deferring his literary aspirations.

From ‘Three Poems’, published in Poetry (vii. 1) in October 1915 three months after
his marriage, Eliot’s publications turn almost exclusively philosophical till the publication of
‘Reflections on Vers Libre* in March 1917, At this time he becomes the assistant editor of the
Egoist, replacing Richard Aldington who had enlisted, and his philosophical output increases
precisely at the stage he had intended to have given it up. Charlotte’s effort to maintain Eliot
directed towards philosophy had materialized into giving her son the opportunity to publish

with the help of Russell. However, Eliot kept on with his poetry; he published ‘Observation’ in

Poetry (September 1916) which includes the poems: ‘Conversation Galante’, ‘La Figlia Che

Piange’, ‘Mr Apollinax’ and ‘Morning at the Window’; also the dramatic satire ‘Eeldrop and
Appleplex, I’ in The Little Review (May 1917), where he also published ‘Four Poems’ in July.

Equally, his reviewing for the New Statesman® was the only concession to less philosophically
technical subjects, yet they still show evidence of Eliot’s dependence on the theoretical
sciences. Thus, the sheer size of Eliot’s strictly philosophical reviews cannot be ignored. Aiken

notes that Eliot’s encounter with the literary world of 1910s London was secured precisely by

the 1diosyncrasy of this mixed background:

25 An American Critic’ [A Review of] Aristocracy and Justice by Paul Elmer Moore, New Statesman, 7, no 168
(June 24, 1916), 284; [A review of] Group Theories of Religion and the Religion of the Individual by Clement C.
J. Webb, New Statesman, 7, no 173, (July 29, 1916), 405-406; [A review of] Social Adaptation by L. M. Bristol,
New Statesman, 7, no 173 (July 29, 1916), 405; ‘Mr Leacock Serious’ [A review of] Essays and Literary Studies
by Stephen Leacock, New Statesman, 7, no 173 (July 29, 1916), 404-405; ‘Giordano Bruno’ [A review of]

Giordano Bruno: His Life Thought, and Martyrdom by William Boulting, New Statesman, 8, no 185 (October 21,
1916), 68.
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It would be easy to say that, even after his relatively brief exposure to Poundian London, philosophy began

to bore him; but this is unlikely. It remained a bolt-hole for him, a discipline into which he could escape and
which could provide him with a career if he wished for one.”

Eliot’s decision to stay in England is then not conditioned solely by a rejection of philosophy 1n

general. In T. S. Eliot and American Philosophy, Manju Jain argues that Eliot disagreed with

the particular philosophical climate at Harvard: the mixture of philosophy and politics
illustrated by its president Charles Eliot’s liberal Unitarianism?’ And he was not alone in this:

the main dissent from Harvard philosophy was George Santayana who, in The Genteel
Tradition, argued that its philosophical tradition was ultimately traceable to the radical

puritanical origins of America. Jain notes that Santayana’s

analysis of the Harvard philosophical ethos makes explicit the connection between the Puritan environment

in which Eliot was brought up and which he rejected, and Harvard philosophy with which he was
dissatisfied**

Santayana is perhaps the only continuous link with the Harvard philosophy department which
Eliot keeps throughout his life. His influence is particularly apparent in the use Eliot makes of
Santayana’s Three Philosophical Poets in Dante in 1929 and his Turbull Lectures in 1933.7

Yet it is this association which proves fatal for Eliot’s philosophical prospects in 1919 -
notwithstanding the fact that by this date Eliot had given up the possibility of a return for good.
Jain elaborates on an interesting incident at Harvard in which Professor Wood’s suggested

appointment of Eliot to a post in the philosophy department is rejected. The rejection came

from Ralph Barton Perry who wrote to Professor Woods saying:

If he 1s a sort of attenuated Santayana, [. . .] in other words if his recent poetry is now the most typical thing
about him, 1 do not believe that he would be the right man to be permanently in charge of students

concentrating in philosophy. Our great hope beyond my convictions is in the economic and the political,
rather than in the literary applications of philosophy™"

26 Ackroyd, p. 58.

27 This is a point Eliot made in a graduate paper he read for the Harvard Philosophical Club in 1913 entitled ‘The

Relationship Between Politics and Metaphysics®, originally announced for October 17, 1913, as ‘Philosophy and
Politics’ in the Harvard University Gazette, 9 (1913-14).

28 Manju Jain, T. S. Eliot and American Philosophy (Cambridge: CUP, 1992), p. 38.

29 Lecture I [Toward a definition of Metaphysical Poetry], The Turnbull Lectures, VMP, p. 251. Also see
‘Philosophical Poetry’ in Chapter 5 of this thesis.

30 Jain, p. 35. Jain notes that “Perry’s comparison of Eliot and Santayana is a particularly telling one, for they had
both rejected the Harvard milieu in which they had been educated for practically the same reasons. And if
Santayana, who had resigned from the Harvard philosophy department in 1912, can be considered along with his
contemporaries such as Henry James and Henry Adams, for whom the problem of the life of reflection in America
could only result in exile and expatriation, or a terrible sense of isolation if they remained in America, this is the

historical tradition to which Eliot, too, belongs”, Jain, p. 36. Also see a letter from Charles W. Eliot on the 25th of
July, 1919, to Eliot: “You mention in your letter the name of Henry James, I knew his father well, and his brother
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Perry may have been right, particularly with respect to “the literary applications of philosophy™.
A few months before his marriage Eliot legitimises his disenchantment with philosophy 1n the
following terms: “For me as for Santayana, philosophy is chiefly literary criticism and

conversation about life.”! Given such an affiliation, Eliot made the right choice in staying
away from Harvard — an affiliation which was the source of his uneasiness with philosophy in

this early period. Santayana had, in fact, resigned from the department in 1912. To a large
extent Eliot chooses to stay in England as a way of keeping away from Harvard’s philosophical

environment which becomes a general unhappiness with a career which refused to accept his

literary interests.”> As Eliot focuses his critique of philosophy through literature he develops a
particular concemn with the former’s discourse, but which, in the end, does not involves its

outright rejection. Eliot resorts to philosophy to formulate his early literary theory as much as

to redefine the sort of philosophy he 1s interested in.

Recently, M. R. A. Habib has argued that Eliot’s literary project involved

philosophy as a strategy which offered a classical re-ordering of the inescapable fragmentation

of a Romantic present. He puts it as follows:

It is precisely to the extent that [George Santayana and Irving Babbitt] were aware of the artifice of their
classical enterprise, of its clash with the romantically determined domain of the historically possible, that
they called for a combination of the talents of poetry and philosophy: poetry cannot merely ‘return’ by way
of natve imitation to objective classical form but must bear within itself the struggle to redintegrate

subjectively the historically dispersed elements of classical vision.33

Habib hints at a decreasing poetic autonomy which has to be deliberately compensated for by
the philosophical re-construction of a world in which literature can properly sink its roots. More

importantly, Habib shows an important insight into the relation between Eliot’s poetry and his

criticism, deducing that they illustrate a schizophrenic separation of powers between literature

William very well; and I had some conversation with Henry at different times during his life. I have a vivid
remembrance of a talk with him during his last visit to America. It seemed to me all along that his English
residence for so many years contributed neither to the happy development of his art nor to his personal happiness”,
Letters, p. 323.

31 “To Norbert Wiener, 6 January 1915°, Letters, p. 81.

32 In a letter to Conrad Aiken on 25th February 1915 Eliot wrote: “Oxford I do not enjoy [. . .] On the other hand |
dread returning tp Cambridge [. . .] The great need is to know one’s own mind, and I don’t know that: whether |
want to get married, and have a family, and live in America all my life, and compromise and conceal my opinions

and forfeit my independence for the sake of my children’s future: or save my money and retire at fifty to a table on
the boulevard [. . .] How thin either life seems!”, Letters, p. 88.

33 M. R. A. Habib, The Early T. S. Eliot and Western Philosophy (Cambridge, CUP, 1999), p. 64.
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and philosophy. Where Eliot’s criticism is diagnostic, his poetry is symptomatic of
Romanticism; such a disjuction between poetry and philosophy seems an unavoidable point of

departure for any project of reconstruction. He concludes:

Just as Eliot’s verse inevitably ‘violates’ his own critical opinions, so the influences behind his verse
unavoidably incorporate elements from which Eliot recoils in his prose writing.:*""r

Habib 1s referring here to Schopenhauer, a philosopher Eliot openly attacks in his criticism yet
cannot avoid i1n his poetry through Jules Laforgue’s own debt to this phi]osopher.35
Philosophy infiltrates both genres; while his poetry may appear to incorporate the philosophy,
the criticism becomes a point of resistance, a resistance symptomatic of a general insecurity

with prose even as it desperately attempts to resurrect a tone of authority for its critique of

Romanticism. In a sense Eliot’s criticism of Romanticism is a way of criticising the very
emotional vagaries he wants to exorcise from his own prose style. This is all the more pertinent
given that this emotional imprecision is precisely the heritage Eliot felt he had received
throughout his philosophical training. It is the prose, rather than the poetry, which, lacking the
poetic attention verse enjoyed in the 1910s, required the bigger effort of redefinition. The first

step of this redefinition involves the consolidation of stylistic models, which, however, Eliot
could only have found in philosophy. Hence, Eliot’s dilemma at the beginning of his literary
career lies 1n his being at a loss to distinguish between his disagreement with a particular kind
of philosophy from his disenchantment with philosophical discourse in general. Consequently,
he resorts to formal logic and science as a means both to imply a rejection of his metaphysical
inheritance, while, by staying within the paradigms of philosophy, still salvaging some of it. In
the end, Eliot’s early literary criticism must be seen as a battle ground of discourses where he

experiments with prose style as a means of redefining discourse in criticism.

One of Charlotte Eliot’s letters to Bertrand Russell, at the time Eliot had made his

decision to quit philosophy, gives an unexpected insight into her son’s dilemma:

34 Habib, p. 64. This is perhaps most noticeable in Eliot’s pre-1917 poetry most of which is compiled under the

name ‘Reflections of the March Hare’. See Chapter 4, ‘The Negative Style of the Dissociation: Dr Johnson’s Life
of Cowley’.

33 See Habib, Chapter 3: "Philosophy and Laughter: Schopenhauer, Laforgue and Bergson’, pp. 61-96.
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My personal experience [has] been that the mere reading of Philosophy stimulates the mind and increases its
creative power, so that I have sometimes read Philosophy as a preparation for writing. I do not see any
reason why if my son makes Philosophy his life work he should not write all the poetry he desires, if not too
much of the ephemeral ‘vers libre’. 1 went yesterday to the library, to look for Tom’s review in the
International Journal of Ethics. 1 found and read it. It produced an excellent impression but I am too

1gnorant to understand and appreciate the article. I feel very grateful to you for having obtained for Tom the
opportunity to do this work, and am very glad he is to join the Aristotelian Society. I saw in the Fortnightly
Review an article by Ezra Pound, in which he mentions Tom as one of the most intelligent writers {. . .] Yet I

cannot read Pound. His articles seem over-strained, unnatural 36

Charlotte Eliot is sensitive to the compatibility of philosophy and literary style, though perhaps
only as a way of reconciling Eliot’s desires with her own. Yet the point is genuine: Charlotte is
saying more than she intends. Her implication is that philosophy is a precursor of literary
activity; a sort of rhetorical mental exercise to prepare for the articulation of poetic thought. She
admits that she does not understand and appreciate Eliot’s article, but nevertheless likes it; yet
she 1s prepared to dislike Pound’s only on stylistic grounds. Thus philosophy is, for Charlotte,
subsumed 1nto poetics, perhaps as a way of making her shortcomings in the understanding of
philosophy into a virtue. Eliot may not have agreed with his mother about the relationship
between poetry and philosophy, yet he finds their relationship useful to point out their

deficiencies. Take, for instance Eliot’s comment s on Hegel in ‘The Perfect Critic’:

Hegel arrived, and if not perhaps the first, he was certainly the most prodigious exponent of emotional
systematisation, dealing with his emotions as if they were definite objects which had aroused those
emotions.3

Here Eliot implies a criticism of the philosopher’s style where, however prodigious the
philosophical systematisation, it fails to appreciate that its objects are not definite entities but
indefinite emotions — poetic in this sense — which therefore defy the claims of exactitude of the

very systematisation it promotes. He equally disapproves of the sort of poetry which claims to

be the illustration of a philosophical mind set. This disapproval was behind his suspicion of
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