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T.S. Eliot, Post-War Geopolitics
and ‘Eastern Europe’

Digressing from decidedly prosaic themes in a letter to his mother in
December 1919 — a lingering cold, Christmas plans and a vague New Year’s
resolution of writing ‘a long poem I have had on my mind for a long time’
— to include a rousing, two-pronged critique against American apathy
towards global peacemaking, and the complicated reconstruction of
new nation-states, T.S. Eliot pulls no punches at the state of post-war
Europe:

The peace treaty seems to be held up indefinitely in America. I
hope it will not prevent America from helping in Central Europe;
the destitution, especially the starvation in Vienna, appears to be
unspeakable. I suppose Americans realise now what a fiasco the
reorganisation of nationalities has been: the ‘Balkanisation’ of
Europe.!

Eliot was commenting on American isolationism and neutrality
following the First World War, with Woodrow Wilson’s failure to ratify
the Treaty of Versailles, and limited American support for the League
of Nations. He was also referring to the slow burn and enduringly com-
plex effort to establish the boundaries of the newly appearing nation
states of Europe, especially in its east.? This is a passage, we might ar-
gue, which reveals Eliot’s interest in the east of Europe — an interest
particularly manifesting as a recurrent anxiety about affairs in Vienna,
which he pedestals as a site of inarticulable human suffering, reflecting
the widespread popularity of support for the city at the time in British
cultural and political circles.® However, the letter also suggests a certain
tension within Eliot’s perspective. For whilst he specifies Viennese sym-
pathy, this is counterpointed against a stigmatisation of the wider polit-
ical difficulties in the region post-war, which were contributing to civic
breakdown. Central Europe and Vienna are to be supported, but the
wider politics is a ‘fiasco’; a word which imagines not only disaster but
also sheer ludicrousness, as if it is unreasonable to even think of the pos-
sibility of a ‘reorganisation of nationalities’ in that area in the first place.
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For Eliot, concepts of national structure, curation and control have
limited scope within what was a multi-ethnic and transforming space.

Eliot’s interest in the region remained; for, three years later, a note
he provided within the first edition of The Waste Land — that ‘long poem’
he mentions in his letter — claimed the masterpiece (or, at least, one of
its sections) was similarly inspired by what he described as ‘the present
decay of Eastern Europe’.? Similarly, but not quite: for this time Eliot
does not redeem the region with tales of victims of Vienna but simply
inflates the appalling conditions in the region to a broad-sweep devasta-
tion. His description, as many critics have noted, reflects common
stereotypes about the region following the First World War: the collapse
of the Russian, Habsburg and German Empires, cultural heterogeneity,
rising nationalism and lack of legal-political authority in the area meant
it was often seen as unstable and volatile within western-inspired and
universally applied models of nationality and statehood.® In 1919, the
then Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, David Lloyd George, sug-
gested the region’s ‘nations were going straight to perdition’; speaking
to a political gentleman’s club the same year, the former Prime Minister,
Arthur Balfour, also voiced concerns about the effectiveness of the Peace
Treaty on a region fraught with socio-political change and causing the
‘deepest anxiety for the future’; Liberal and author Harold Spender sim-
ilarly dubbed it ‘that cauldron’ from which ‘came the Great War [and]
from [which] may yet come another conflict’.®

But what — if anything real at all — did Eliot mean by ‘Eastern
Europe’? What does ‘Eastern Europe’ represent: what area falls under
Eliot’s claim to it as category, and what are its limits or borders? Why
is Eliot’s conceptualisation of this region different from his conceptuali-
sation of the Central Europe of Vienna — and how might this reveal the
reasons why Eliot particularly denigrated the former, and not the
latter? And furthermore, how might understanding this contribute to a
re-reading of the poem, and the poet? My article argues Eliot’s references
to the region suggest more than generically resonant conditions of
decline and hope, for they are also revealing of his anxieties about
‘Eastern European’ nationhood. This unease may, at first glance, appear
to contradict Eliot’s embrace of pan-European connections during the
1920s, but I want to explore the tensions which emerge within his work
about the region, as his support of cultural tradition and control chafed
against a perceived heterogeneity, political contestation and excessive
nationalism on the geopolitically tense ‘Eastern European’ plains.”
Drawing on Eliot’s letters and cultural criticism, I argue this dichotomy
reflects a long-standing western geopolitical imaginary shared by Eliot,
through which ‘Eastern Europe’ was perceived as an insecure space of
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multi-nationality and ongoing political transformation — and as a threat
to the cultural ideals he epitomised.®

For Eliot’s return to the region as a frequent yet fraught topic of
interest suggests his attitude towards it might have been complex; or,
at least, that his sense of international political responsibility and
pan-European allegiance conflicted with anxieties about cultural diver-
sity. I contend Eliot’s work shows his attempts to manage these two
competing ideas, firstly by reinforcing and prioritising what he per-
ceived to be more traditional cultural centres — which helps to explain
why he had more sympathy for Vienna, a city with which he was famil-
iar via friends and publishing work.® And, secondly, I argue Eliot played
down the significance of ‘Eastern Europe’ through detached and brief
portrayals, suggesting he did not take the various political claims to sov-
ereignty in the region seriously. Simultaneously revealing and assuag-
ing geopolitical developments in the region, Eliot’s approach was one
of half-baked western concern.

Yet, I also consider The Waste Land within a context of transforma-
tions in western views of ‘Eastern Europe’, from stereotypes of chaos,
insecurity, nationalist extravagance and vulnerability, as well as
reluctant interventionism, to a partial acknowledgement of the strength
of national claims; especially following Poland’s unexpected victory over
the Red Army in 1920, a force perceived as an even greater threat to the
west.1? To be clear, the Polish victory did not cause a complete about
face in western sympathy for and reassessment of ‘Eastern Europe’ —
unlike the reckoning with the significance and strength of the region
in the last two years, since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine —
but it can be considered as forming another crack in the western ideas
promoted by Eliot, particularly in terms of blurring the boundaries be-
tween the west and the east of Europe and testing the limits of western
politics and principles.!! Eliot never went far enough, but I want to sug-
gest that today’s climate of ‘decolonising Slavonic Studies’ might change
the way we read The Waste Land, promoting empathy with ‘Eastern
European’ nations as agents defending their freedom and thus tackling
stereotypes. What might have seemed heterogeneous, insecure and
excessive to Eliot was not viewed the same way in the east, where di-
verse ethnic groups were developing their own national claims,
attempting to solidify nascent states after years of repression, and
struggling for independence and survival.'?

Tracing how Eliot’s references to the region in The Waste Land con-
tradict his aesthetic and political ideas, I expand on the commonplace
critical idealisation of a European Eliot rooted in cultural collaboration,
which often elide his racist or stereotyping viewpoints. I suggest the
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poem can thus reveal wider debates about the region we might call
‘Eastern Europe’ at the time Eliot was writing, and in ways which have
new resonance today.

What is ‘Eastern Europe’?

Two names, Eastern Europe and Central Europe, have already ap-
peared as descriptions of the region I will be focusing on in this article,
and so it is important to add a brief explanation on historical and
present-day descriptions of the area. A nomenclatural splay of terms —
each denoting different identities, boundaries, characteristics, ideas
and geopolitical significance — has developed over time to define the area
broadly between Germany and Russia. The phrase ‘Eastern Europe’,
long critiqued by scholars, intellectuals and policymakers for its
broad-sweep allusion to countries formerly under Soviet control, and
perpetuation of tired Cold War-era stereotypes is, however, slowly be-
coming déclassé, particularly since increasing efforts to decolonise Sla-
vonic Studies after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February
2022.13 Of many terms suggested to replace it, ‘East-Central Europe’, re-
ferring to the area between Finland and Greece, or ‘Central and Eastern
Europe’, including states within the former Eastern Bloc, the former
Yugoslavia and the three Baltic States, are perhaps the most popular;
there are also efforts to remove the tendency to categorise at all, with
scholars instead encouraging attention to the diverse individual na-
tions, cultures, religions and socio-economics, which do not easily fit a
dichotomy of west or east.’® There is also a counterpull to reclaim ‘East-
ern Europe’ as a ‘New Eastern Europe’, reading the region not only as
last-stop borderland of Europe, but as a productive and significant meet-
ing place of states, cultures and nationalities.'® Terms matter for iden-
tity, history, destiny, socio-politics and human rights: describing the
changing descriptors used for the area after the fall of Communism,
the Hungarian author Péter Esterhazy suggests the region flitted be-
tween swiftly changing geopolitical names, and hence status and
significance:

Once, I was an Eastern European; then I was promoted to the rank
of Central European ... a few months ago, I became a New
European. But before I had the chance to get used to this status
... I have now become a non-core European.*®

Some of the terms and categorisations of the region today are similar
to those in the early twentieth century, and Eliot alludes a few different
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configurations in The Waste Land. As noted, he uses the phrase ‘Central
Europe’ in the letter to his mother: in the early twentieth century, ‘Cen-
tral Europe’ was often used as a grab-bag term to describe an area which
was a blind spot in western cultural understanding.'” Writing in 1931,
the critic Samuel Putnam noted that the forced mobilisation of soldiers
from the colonies of the British Empire meant ‘it was Central Europe
that became to [Brits] a mysterious and foreign land’.'® Yet whilst ‘Cen-
tral Europe’ did not, at the time, refer to an established concept, it was
becoming increasingly associated with early twentieth-century efforts
to codify ‘a new formula suitable for the representation of the whole clus-
ter of emancipated nations as a distinct political region’; efforts led by
the founding president of Czechoslovakia, Tomas G. Masaryk, and
British historian Robert W. Seton-Watson, and supported by Britain
and America.'® Masaryk developed the concept of a Central or Mid-
Europe, an association which would conjoin together, but not subsume,
the individual nations in the region, and which drew on the multina-
tional organisation of the old Habsburg Empire; it also bears similarities
to Eliot’s nationalist-yet-internationalist cultural ambitions for Europe,
in which national cultures could co-exist within a wider ‘intellectual-
cultural alliance’, which would counteract Russia.? ‘Central Europe’ saw
a resurgent popularity as the category preferred by particularly Czech
intellectuals during the Cold War, including the late Milan Kundera
who posited the region as a ‘Kidnapped West’. 2! To refer to an area as
‘mid’ or ‘central’ is an act of positioning its significance and relevance.

And a Central or Mid-Europe is evident early in The Waste Land, in
references to aristocracy, historical identity and cross-cultural
allegiances:

With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,
And went on in sunlight, into the Hofgarten,

And drank coffee, and talked for an hour.

Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch.
And when we were children, staying at the archduke’s,
My cousin’s, he took me out on a sled,

And I was frightened. He said, Marie,

Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.

In the mountains, there you feel free.??

Here, Eliot assimilates scenes of various nations within the region:
Germany, Lithuania, the Austro-Hungarian Empire (through a refer-
ence to the archduke cousin, and to Marie, likely Marie Larisch von
Moennich, a relative of the Austro-Hungarian archduke), and Bavaria
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(with a borrowing from a commemorative song about the Bavarian up-
lands, ‘In the mountains, there you feel free’) in a way which feels rem-
iniscent of Central European allegiance.?? Yet there are also allusions
here to the idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’, a term now with negative connotations
of the nineteenth-century project for German political hegemony over
the region — and a vision of the region which Masaryk’s Mid-Europe
intended to oppose — which was associated at the time with vast cultural
and literary development; most notably from the region’s doyens Joseph
Roth and Stefan Zwieg. Suggestions of a Mitteleuropean imperialism
continue in the elevating of the German language and mythologised idea
of being ‘echt deutsch’ (‘a true German’); as well as references later in
the suggestions of vast open spaces, ‘ringed by the flat horizon only’.%*
In 1923, Eliot wrote a letter to Ezra Pound in which he jokingly sug-
gested he was ‘anxious to see the Hapsburgs restored’ and refused
Pound’s suggestion of the Times journalist and East-Central European
expert Wickham Steed as a contributor to The Criterion because ‘he cre-
ated Czechoslovakia’; an allegiance to the old powers continued through
his conjoined imperial tradition of Mitteleuropa and Austro-Hungary in
this section of the poem.?®

‘Eastern Europe’, though, is a term which is most vehemently
contested as an identifier — in intellectual history, and by Eliot — for it
signals nothing positive. Virtually no one’, writes Anca Parvulescu,
‘wants to be an Eastern European.”®® From its first conceptualisation
during the Enlightenment, ‘Eastern Europe’ denoted an area which is
closely linked to Russia, which is backward, contingent and colonisable,
in contrast to the civilised west; a perceived division reinforced in the
early twentieth-century through a paradigm of the western world as as-
sociated with modernism, imperialism, capitalism and progress — and
which, of course, took on greater significance during the Cold War.?’
Yet beyond — rightful — efforts to replace the term in current discourse,
identifying different conceptualisations of ‘Eastern Europe’ is also use-
ful for understanding historical understandings and reckonings with
the region, and its place within a wider Europe.?®

What is Eliot’s ‘Eastern Europe’?

With regard to the actual identity of Eliot’s ‘Eastern Europe’: in short, it
is difficult to determine what exactly he means. His idea of the term does
not appear finalised or certain — for within the poem it is unclear where
‘Eastern Europe’ is, what events are actually occurring there and how
expansive they may be; there are also enduring questions of how influ-
ential ‘Eastern Europe’ is to a wider European environment, to society,
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to the poem itself and to Eliot as a writer. In fact, were it not for his note
to ‘What the Thunder Said’, the region features very little at all.2® So
why specify this regional tumult as a central theme in the poem?

I want to suggest Eliot’s doing so reveals his critical attitude towards
the region, as much as it also signals his interest in it. This is manifested
on the page, for the ‘present decay of Eastern Europe’, is shunted and
counterpointed behind two more allusive and Christian themes for the
section, ‘the journey to Emmaus’ and ‘the approach to the Chapel Peril-
ous’ — with the implication of a geopolitical afterthought, despite the
contemporary urgency of this theme. In using the words ‘present decay’,
we see Eliot concerned with time — with a current period of devastation
post-war — but whilst ‘present’ suggests contemporaneity and necessity
of action, the lack of continued focus here implies a more detached and
dismissive idea of deterioration in the region. Oxymoronic in its joint al-
lusion to immediacy and decline, the implication here is that the region’s
decay might be of a specific and contingent nature (‘present’ as in this
particular decay; as opposed to other moments of decay in the past
and future); or even that the region is subject to a suspension of sorts
within a perpetual decaying moment. To write of the ‘present decay of
Eastern Europe’, then, is not only to suggest an already-established
region which happens to be in decay at the time of writing but also to
allude to something more foundational about the very identification of
the region itself: ‘Eastern Europe’ — an amorphous region — is defined
by the very fact it is in decay. The term ‘decay’ similarly alludes both
to civilisational and physical decline, continued in references to dry,
cracked landscapes in the poem, raising further issues for the possibility
of geographic specificity and hope. Reducing down the significance and
legitimacy of ‘Eastern Europe’, this passage thus problematises the pos-
sibility of an optimistic future for the region.

Eliot’s phrase also refers to his German-language note to a section of
‘What the Thunder Said’, in which he copied part of Hermann Hesse’s
Blick ins Chaos (A Glimpse into Chaos, 1920):

Already half of Europe, already at least half of Eastern Europe, is
on the way to chaos, drives drunkenly in holy delusion along the
edge of the abyss, singing drunkenly, singing hymns, as Dmitri
Karamazov sang.>°

This is a passage which also raises problems, for whilst the image
given looks grimly apocalyptic, the question is: where does this chaos
occur? The sense of decline here is on multiple fronts — geographic,
aesthetic, social — and the mention of Dmitri Karamazov by Hesse
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suggests he triangulates its cause, via Dostoevsky, to Russia.?! But this
is also an amorphous and lyrical-fantastical description, which only ges-
tures towards, rather than conclusively names, the deterioration, and
the territory on which it occurs. It thus is no mere image, as critics have
previously attested, of western concerns about Russian revolution, but a
more ambiguous gesture towards a vague ‘Eastern Europe’ as a matrix
for perceived civilisational decline, a physical and existential ‘edge of
the abyss’.?? Indeed, the geographical labelling from Hesse — from ‘half
of Europe’ to ‘already at least half of Eastern Europe’ — works as a kind
of zooming in to precision, a means of describing somewhere in ‘Eastern
Europe’ which is different from other areas of ‘Eastern Europe’, and
from other areas of Europe; hence, by implication, he vindicates some
places from interest, relationality and blame. Hesse, then, is aware of
a strangeness to the idea of ‘Eastern Europe’: this quotation suggests a
difficulty in incorporating different parts of the region into a wider
whole which might be classed as ‘Eastern Europe’, or ‘Europe’, and so
posits the region not as homogenous territory, but as something more
diverse.

Eliot’s trouble with the east

Should we, then, read Eliot’s ‘present decay of Eastern Europe’ as a
more simplified approach to the region, which fails to take into account
plurality, and posits instead a broad-sweep ‘present decay’? In fact, I
would argue the opposite: Eliot’s idea of a decaying ‘Eastern Europe’ is
precisely because of this heterogeneity and flux; precisely because differ-
ent nations developed sovereignty at different rates, and thus the region
proved problematic to organise. The complicated impact is felt both on
an abstract level and had personal ramifications for Eliot, who was
sorting German war debts at Lloyd’s Bank.?® In one letter of 1930 in
which he compared publishing to his bank work, Eliot subsumed and
abased two East-Central European languages in a complaint that a
downside of his first position was being ‘called upon to hang about the
Offices of the Mighty — only to be rebuked for one’s ignorance of
Hungarian or Czech or something equally recondite’.3*

Enduring legacies of imperial legislation, ongoing socio-political un-
rest, the unresolved borders of separate states and the effects of wartime
damage to infrastructure meant the unification of post-war nation states
were difficult and took years to implement, with some laws in the
nascent states unfinished even at the outbreak of the Second World
War.?® In another letter to Ford Madox Ford in 1924, Eliot similarly
explained that he was ‘all for empires’, because he:
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deplore[d] the outburst of artificial nationalities, constituted like
artificial genealogies for millionaires, all over the world. The num-
ber of languages worth writing in is very small, and it seems to be
a waste of time to attempt to enlarge it. On the other hand, if any-
one has a genuine nationality — and a genuine nationality depends
upon the existence of a genuine literature, and you cannot have a
nationality worth speaking of unless you have a national literature
— if anyone has a genuine nationality, let him assert it, let the
Frenchman be as French, the Englishman as English, the German
as German, as he can be; but let him be French or English or
German in such a way that his national character will comple-
ment, not contradict, the other nationalities.?®

This is a damning vision of the independence of new nation states.
The idea of an outburst imagines an explosive lack of control, as well
as suggesting a suddenness of existence which denies the possibility of
long-standing foundation. And it is continued in the suggestion that
these nations are ‘artificial’ and only ‘for millionaires’, which indicates
infidelity as well as corruption, and evokes Eliot’s own convoluted debt
sorting. The literary-national tautology continues Eliot’s idea of cul-
tural tradition and cooperation — notable is his localisation of this tradi-
tion to western European nations only. This image of the east thus
reflects a long-standing perception of the region as diverse, uncivilised
and insecure, and it contrasts the reassuringly pure, curated, tradi-
tional and dominant land-mass national cultures Eliot preferred, which
were associated with the west, and to which individuals were synthe-
sised through clear-cut generational inheritance — as outlined in his es-
says ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919) and ‘After Strange
Gods’ (1934).2” The nation-states emerging on the post-war map of
Europe struck at the heart of questions of sovereignty, legitimacy and
even ontology: at once claiming their place as continuations of historical
entities, but bearing the legacies of entirely separate states, as well as
working out their nascent constitution.?® Lumping together ‘Eastern
Europe’ was thus not to carve out tradition, but to claim the nations
of the region were, jointly, in decay through their individuated and ille-
gitimate politics.

Eliot’s condemnation of ‘Eastern Europe’ here may appear to go
against his aims for pan-European unity — but this actually formed an
element of his critique of the region.?® His editorship of The Criterion,
a magazine he hoped would become ‘a vital conduit of European intellec-
tual currents’, epitomised his interest in European cultural connections,
and around the same time as he was writing The Waste Land, in July
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1922, Eliot told Ezra Pound that he was looking beyond the typical
nations of western Europe for cultural works for the magazine:

Have you come across anyone who is [at] all informed about
Scandinavia? I am not anxious to get many French people for the
first two numbers, more anxious to get other (foreign) nationalities:
the French business is so usual (in London) that it doesn’t raise a
quiver. 4°

Eliot’s engagement beyond the west of Europe is clear, but so too is
his prioritisation of cultural and aesthetic work. His stigmatisation of
the east, then, should be seen not so much as racial butt rather histori-
cal and cultural. When Eliot writes of the ‘Balkanisation’ of Europe, he
is thus referring not only to the fragmentary appearance of the new
European map, but he is transplanting terminology to suggest some-
thing even more threatening: that Europe now looks like the Balkans,
that it has transformed into something worryingly dissolute, worrying
eastern.

Eliot’s use of Hesse thus suggests crossings between eastern and
western Europe are unsettling and form an existential danger to the
latter. His references to the east as multi-national and dynamic give
the effect of insecurity in keeping with Enlightenment ideas; other ex-
amples of the Enlightenment conception of a backwards and dangerous
‘Eastern European’ landscape occur throughout the poem: Oliver Tearle
notes Gothic ‘Eastern European’ imagery deriving from Bram Stoker’s
Dracula in the poem’s reference to ‘crawled head downward down a
blackened wall’, in a way which suggests disruption to the natural
order.*! Similarly, Eliot’s mapping of a destruction in ‘Jerusalem Athens
Alexandria/Vienna London’ is ominous in its annihilating march
westward, suggesting a dangerous merger of the east and west, but it
is also telling of his political views. The ‘endless plains’ between these
cities are areas of geopolitical unrest, heterogeneity and insecurity, a
negative topography manifesting in the tangible destruction of ancient
cultural cities and civilisation.

Yet Eliot would also have known that it was on those long-maligned
plains — in the newly independent Poland — that an eastern terror of
Bolshevism was unexpectedly crushed before it could reach the west.*?
This of course bears similarities to contemporary western opinions of
Ukraine, a country once dismissed as a ‘small but battle-hardened na-
tion’, and which, according to the predictions of western governments,
analysts and political scientists, would lose Kyiv in three days — but
then, surprisingly, did not.*® The revelation that Poland could defend
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itself, and hence did have a valid claim to independence within the
global matrix, did not fit Eliot’s negative conceptualisation of the region,
and thus necessitated a reconfiguration of his stereotypes, evidenced in
editorial trick work. The first draft of this section of The Waste Land in-
cludes what critics have seen as a specific reference to these develop-
ments, in the description of ‘Polish plains’, which Eliot soon changed to
the decidedly more amorphous ‘endless plains’. The initial imagery of
hordes overrunning Polish lands, which moves to scenes of wider global
destruction, imparts through its focused setting and chronology a sug-
gestion that chaos in Poland has existential ramifications elsewhere.
Eliot’s choice to remove this specificity of reference to Poland, then,
suggests additional complexity towards the country and wider region.
Although the first version of ‘What the Thunder Said’ was written
following the Polish victory, in autumn 1921, and the switch in terms
was completed before the spring of 1922, it nonetheless shows Eliot un-
easy about relying upon Poland as a place associated with inevitable
devastation.** Within a wider passage which alludes to displacement
of peoples (‘who are those hooded hordes’), his exchange of references
is thus an act of re-problematising homogeneity, purity and cultural
control, within a wider context of shifting estimations of Polish
legitimacy.*®

The east and the west

‘Eastern Europe’ is often stereotyped as a place of cultural backward-
ness and decline — reinforced through the transatlantic creation, codifi-
cation and mobilisation of modernism as part of a ‘cultural Cold War’,
which reduced Eastern European perspectives to mere ‘puppets or
victims of a repressive system’.*® As Yuri Andrukhoych notes, the loss
of access to the east is material, as well as epistemic and artistic:

Let’s imagine such a thing for a moment — that James Joyce was
really an Albanian. That it wasn’t in the English language that
he created his world but in Albanian. Would we today, as human-
ity, be able to know, would we even believe Albanians if they told
us that their Joyce was some kind of genius? Most probably it
would simply remain unknown, closed up in frames, in the borders
of its own minor language. Because, quite simply, there would be
no translations.*”

But the quotation from Hesse noted by Eliot also suggests an idea of
‘Eastern Europe’, and its sociopolitical events, which might metastasize
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into wider consequence for the region, for Europe, and for the poet him-
self, the region posited as a site which demands a negotiation with
existing cultural and political ideas. If, for Hesse, and latterly Eliot,
the term ‘Eastern Europe’ is no clear-cut category at all but marks am-
biguity, and loss of form, structure and definition, then this also sug-
gests a broader terminological capacity. Hence, it also raises questions
regarding how far the region is involved with or matters to global poli-
tics, and how far global politics is involved with or matters to it. Hesse’s
depiction, whilst keenly categorising different areas, is also suggestive
of a precarity of spatial differentiation, and of distinctions between cen-
tres and peripheries, in the allusions to ‘the edge of the abyss’ — and in-
deed to the implication of movement, soused and undisciplined, along
this borderline. It is an anthropomorphised description of the region,
through which half of Eastern Europe — and of Europe itself — appears,
dizzily, to trace the tense frontiers of their own existence and forms; in-
terrogating their status as entities.*®

As scholars of European integration argue, the boundaries of Europe
can be conceptualised as ‘privileged sites for the exploration of the ten-
sions between contemporary nationalizing and cosmopolitan political
trajectories’, where one is actively exposed and entangled with other-
ness, as much as being aware of its irreducibility to the self — where so-
cial orders collapse, and the distinctions between centre and periphery,
self and other, near and distant and enemy and friend are negotiated
and blur together.*® No ‘far away lands of which we know nothing’, or
Rumsfeldian Old and New Europe here.?® Michael Levenson similarly
notes another of Eliot’s sources for ‘What the Thunder Said’ was John
Maynard Keynes’s The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919),
which focuses on material suffering, and political and military upheaval
in East-Central Europe, rather than only a threat of revolution.’! But
whilst Levenson suggests the use of Keynes demonstrates a general
European decline of capitalism, Keynes’s actual text is more evocative
of post-war conditions:

Those readers who, chiefly mindful of the British conditions with
which they are familiar, are apt to indulge their optimism, and
still more those whose immediate environment is American, must
cast their minds to Russia, Turkey, Hungary, or Austria, where
the most dreadful material evils which men can suffer — famine,
cold, disease, war, murder, and anarchy — are an actual present ex-
perience, if they are to apprehend the character of the misfortunes
against the further extension of which it must surely be our duty to
seek the remedy, if there is one.??
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Here is another conceptualisation of present destruction, but for
Keynes the use of the term ‘present’ ramps up the emphasis: there is suf-
fering happening right now, he seems to be saying, even if the west is
not directly affected by it, as they ‘indulge their optimism’ about more
immediate conditions at home. Like Eliot, Keynes posits a lack of consis-
tent western interest and direct relation to European issues, rather than
clear coincidence between the two areas: just before this paragraph,
Keynes stresses “Europe” in my narration must generally be
interpreted to exclude the British Isles’, whose problems are different
from those in Europe.? Establishing a contrast between the familiarity
of immediate environments and foreign tumult, Keynes demands that
Brits and Americans cast their minds in an imaginative leap to register,
and ultimately support, those who are worse off.?* Eliot’s range of
sources thus attests to his complicated attitude towards the region: at
once denigrating its cultural plurality, but also, and reflecting his inter-
nationalist bent, unable to ignore its costs.

And western Europe itself also comes in for criticism in The Waste
Land, as later in ‘What the Thunder Said’, Eliot challenges its relation
to and involvement with the disrupted landscapes earlier in the section.
Images of western discipline and action — ‘controlling hands’ — here meet
narcissism and internal tumult: ‘shall I at least set my lands in order?”>®
The question ‘shall I’ suggests reluctance, compounded through a scar-
city in ‘at least’ which juxtaposes ongoing disruptions in other areas of
the world; from the perspective of an Anglo-American writer, it evokes
western European uncertainty about its commitment to European sta-
bility post-war, and indeed its perception that the decaying east is even
European to begin with.?® On a wider level, though, its implications of
unenthusiastic involvement in maintaining peace efforts following the
war, and unsettled lands at home, undermine the western ideals of lib-
eralism, progression and unification; Eliot’s poem opens up the limita-
tions, and even exploitations, imposed by western European standards
and suggests alternative European geographies beyond any conven-
tional equivalence with the west.®” So, too, do these questions of
Europeanness suggest a debate as to whether the west sees itself as part
of Europe.®®

In the 1970s, one of the founding fathers of the European Union, Jean
Monnet, predicted ‘Europe will be forged in crises’; Eliot’s note on the
‘present decay of Eastern Europe’ similarly suggests crises across both
its western and eastern territories played — and still play — a vital role
in reshaping Europe’s nature, commonality and future.?® Alluding to
epistemological and legal debates about the status of new nations
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post-war, Eliot problematises long-standing physical and symbolic ideas
of west and east and suggests traditionally European ideas of progress
and modernity are open to critique.®’ His depiction of an uncanny, unre-
solved and conflicted Europe challenges what is conventionally seen as
familiar and secure, to reveal the area as actually transformative and
‘very new, inventing and reinventing itself, its edges, limits and
spaces.!

Indeed, whilst I have argued here that The Waste Land was influ-
enced by debates about ‘Eastern European’ identity, nationalist excess
and connections to the wider European continent, it is also possible to
view this argument the other way around, as a poem which itself influ-
enced ‘Eastern Europe’. As Aleksandra Majak notes, the reception of
Eliot’s poetry in post-1945 Poland both attracted criticism from
East-Central European writers, among others, who rejected his themes
of cultural heritage and faith in a European order amid an awareness
that no culture, however traditional, could prevent global devastation.%?
Yet she also suggests Eliot’s work also encouraged the reworking of a
traditionally romantic and individuated Polish poetry to embrace new
priorities.®® This influence continues today: Theater of War Productions
last year launched ‘The Waste Land Project’ to consider the poem’s time-
less depictions of the effects of war on families and communities in rela-
tion to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.*

Moreover, transformations in Eliot’s attitude towards the region are
evident in his later letters and work, which show a growing sympathy
— particularly towards Poland — after the initial slow-burn settlement
of states in the immediate post-war transition period. In 1930, Faber
and Faber published the Memoirs of Mashal Pilsudski, one of interwar
Poland’s leading politicians, which it advertised as an account from ‘a
governor of a great people’ and ‘an important document in the liberation
of Poland’.®® Eliot later called it an ‘extremely interesting book’ and
bemoaned its lack of commercial success; reflecting both his own accep-
tance of Poland as a place of tradition and purity, as well as a contrast
between his views and the broader continuation of western criticism to-
wards the country, particularly in the face of its perceived expansionist
politics.%¢

At the end of the Second World War, Eliot also wrote two prefaces to
accounts of wartime-occupied Poland, which also suggest his more sym-
pathetic attitude. The first was for the English translation of an account
of the horrors of Auschwitz, Jerzy Andrzejewski’s Roll Call (1945), in
which he argued the text demonstrated ‘Poland is the greatest sufferer
among the nations’ and was integral to ‘the future of the whole of
Europe’, with Auschwitz an example of the “demonic forces” that were



T.S. ELIOT, POST-WAR GEOPOLITICS AND ‘EASTERN EUROPE’ | 15

at work to destroy the religious and cultural heritage of European
civilization.”®” Joanna Rzepa draws attention to the fact Eliot was wooed
to write the preface on the basis of wartime Christian discourse which
challenged totalitarianism.®® Notably, his preface elided any reference
to Jewish suffering, reflecting a lack of British awareness of the mass
murder of Jews, as well as Eliot’s scepticism about the account as a
potential atrocity story and ‘brilliant piece of imaginative fiction’; evok-
ing his earlier anti-Semitism, and racism towards the east.®® Eliot’s
other preface was for the Faber and Faber publication of The Dark Side
of the Moon (1944), an eyewitness account of the atrocities of the
Soviet occupation of Poland, which stressed the nature of Polish
suffering as a part of European history, which had been elided in the
British press.”®

Even within earlier, and more stereotyped, ideas of the east, Eliot
also suggests some hope for the future, for the possibility of new identity
and survival beyond the chaotic present of an uncertain geopolitics. In
The Waste Land, it comes through the words of the unnamed Marie,
who is stalwart in her description of herself: ‘Bin gar keine Russin’.”* ‘I
am not a Russian’: it is the denial which comes first, which is critical,
even before she asserts her own, multiple-stranded sense of belonging.
This might appear the chaotic jigsawing of an ‘Eastern European’ heter-
ogenous identity, but it is also testament to diversity and survival, with
higher stakes than Eliot acknowledges in his dismissal of nascent na-
tionhood. It is vital to determine what you are not just as much as what
you are, to carve yourself out from stereotypes and subsumptions, to
draw lines around your own identity; ‘not a Russian’ is thus a kind-of
political parergon, which intervenes, reverses and unfixes the conven-
tional order of the world, manoeuvring the perceived peripheral into
the core.”

There is a particularly compelling resonance here with further de-
nials and assertions in today’s efforts to decolonise Slavonic studies
away from the dominant presence of Russia in the field. In 2022, a sim-
ilar ‘not a Russian’ was performed by the Ukrainian disco-ball folk drag
queen Verka Serduchka who, in a concert to raise money for Ukraine fol-
lowing the full-scale Russian invasion, changed the nonsense title of the
2007 Eurovision hit ‘Dancing Lasha Tumbai’ — long seen as phonetically
concealing an anti-Russian statement — to sing, now clearly and undeni-
ably, ‘Dancing Russia Goodbye’.”® And, just as importantly, Serduchka
did so with fun and joy, in the face of destruction.”* Might we imagine
this a present-day version of Hesse’s image of a drunken ‘Eastern
Europe” an independent, diverse and resilient — rather than merely
chaotic —image of identity and belonging, on the East-Central European
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geopolitical and cultural stage? ‘Singing hymns’ not as Dmitri
Karamazov sang, but as Verka Serduchka sang; and celebrating cul-
tures otherwise lost to us all.
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