
How Unpleasant to Meet Mr. Eliot 
as T.S. Eliot an anti-Semite? What a question! 
Of course he was an anti-Semite, if the term re- 
tains any of its meaning. He was a public sup- 
porter of two political movements-the Action 
FranGaise of Charles Maurras and the §ocial 

Credit party of Major Douglas-that identified Jews 
as the enemy of civilization. His magazine of high 
culture, the Criterion, was at best loftily indifferent to 
the rise of fascism. And in a famous 1933 lecture at 
the University of Virginia, published as After Strunge PETERKUPER 

disdainfully that even if the allegations were true 
they were of no special concern to the British. And 
the phrase is “the blood kinship of ‘the same people 
living in the same place.’” This appeared in After 
Strange Gods, and was part of Eliot’s definition of 
the wholesome, organic, traditional way of life. 

Let us take these in order. Of the couplet, Julius 
asserts that it repeats the medieval practice of com- 
paring Jews to beasts. But everyone in “Sweeney” is 
an animal of some kind: 

Gods, he sought to identify the elements of a good society and 
stipulated that “any large number of free-thinking Jews” was 
precisely what such a society did not need. It’s no good saying, 
as some of his defenders still do, that he only reflected the gen- 
teel anti-Semitism of his day. There were many contemporary 
writers, such as E.M. Forster, who tookpublic stands against prej- 
udice. W.H. Auden issued a memorable rebuke to G.K. Chester- 
ton, who had argued that “criticism of any other nation on the 
planet” should be allowed, and that people should not be im- 
mune “merely because they happen to be members of a race 
persecuted for other reasons.” In his reply, Auden pointed to 
Chesterton’s “quiet shift from the term nation to the term race. 
It is always permissible to criticize a nation (including Israel), a 
religion (including Orthodox Judaism), or a culture, because 
these are the creations of human thought and will .... A man’s 
ethnic heritage, on the other hand, is not in his power to alter.’, 
By this standard, incidentally, the key word in After §?range Gods 
is “free-thinking.” Eliot’s objection was not to Zionism, let alone 
Judaism, but to Jewishness and its triumphs in the secular world. 
(It’s true that he later repudiated the lecture, but it may be doubt- 
ed whether he made what Catholics smugly call a firm purpose 
of amendment.) 

But are Eliot’s poetry and prose hopelessly infected? A new 
book by Anthony Julius, titled TS. Eliot, Anti-Semitism and 
Literary Form, argues for the affirmative. Mr. Julius is the di- 
vorce attorney for Princess Diana, and it’s amusing to surmise 
what Eliot might have thought of such a man-the shyster lawyer 
for a gold-digging airhead. He and his allies advance the novel 
theory that anti-Semitism was “Eliot’s muse,” that it “animated” 
his poetry and that he, in effect, made art out of it. This argu- 
ment is different from that of earlier critics, such as Christopher 
Ricks, in that it stresses one couplet, one anonymous book re- 
view and one phrase. The couplet is from “Sweeney Among the 
Nightingales”: 

Rachel nke Rabinovitch 
Tears at the grapes with murderous paws 

The anonymous book review appeked in the Criterion in 1936. 
It concerned “The Yellow Spot,” an early document about Nazi 
atrocities. The reviewer took a ratlier languid position, saying 

Apeneck Sweeney spreads his knees 
Letting his arms hang down to laugh, 
The zebra stripes along his jaw 
Swelling to maculate giraffe. 

The mysterious “silent man in mocha brown” is later described as 
a “vertebrate.” If the entire poem is a bestiary, then Julius7s point 
is a weak one. And his insistence that the lines “Branches of 
WistaridCircumscribe a golden grin” are redolent of bigotry 
(because they evoke Jewish teeth, for heaven’s sake) is pure 
silliness. One might as well’say that “Mr Eugenides, the Smyma 
merchant/Unshaven, with a pocket full of currants” is a foul libel 
on all Levantine Greeks. 

Of the Criterion review, Julius argues that internal evidence 
suggests it was written by Eliot, and that it reflects his style. An 
annihilating letter has since appeared in the Times Literary Sup- 
plement. Written by Eliot’s grim official widow, Valerie, it points 
out coldly that the review was authored by Montgomery Belgion, 
the magazine’s regular contributor on such matters, and that this 
fact is readily established from the Criterion’s records. A low 
score, here, for Julius’s forensic skills. 

More fascinating still is the quotation “the same people living 
in the same place.” Linked as it was by Eliot to the words “blood 
kinship: the expression can be made to seem redolent of race 
theory and eugenics. But where does it come from? The poet 
Craig Raine reminds us that it is taken directly from the “Cyclops” 
episode in James Joyce’s Ulysses. Moreover, it happens to be the 
definition of a nation put forward by Leopold Bloom. He offers 
it to a Jew-baiting bigmouth who wants to purify Ireland. And 
Bloom, it might be added, is a “free-thinking Jew,’, who is uphold- 
ing his right to remain in Dublin. Yet here is Eliot proposing, in 
Bloom’s own words, a standard for society. 

We do not know why he chose to do so. We cannot always be 
sure, even of the foul remarks made about Jews in “Gerontion,” 
whether Eliot is speaking in his own voice or the voice of his 
narrator and character. Make the worst assumption that you like, 
given Eliot’s fascist sympathies. But the Julius book reminds one, 
yet again, to hesitate once, hesitate twice, hesitate a hundred times 
before employing political standards as a device for the analysis 
and appreciation of poetry. 






