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My mother's technique of wrapping in l a yers of
newspaper and brown paper, with plenty of twine , had
been up to the task. However, her including some of my
favorite fried chicken and molasses cookies , we l l
wrapped and protected, had drawn the interest of hungry
rodents along the way as evidenced by the package
having been gnawed through and pillaged. I don't think
the package had actually gone to the North Pole - but
surely its journey had been other than a straight line.
Fortunately the climes had been cool as what food
remained was not spoiled though I don't know why I say
fortunately as my reluctant decision was to forego the
pleasures of my mother's cooking for the time being.
The sweater, socks, books and other non-edible
remembrances were undamaged so I was justified i n
feeling that Santa Claus had once again come through.
He always seems to or at the very least I always find
myself humming "I'm Dreaming of a White Chr istmas" at
this time of year, certainly ever since my Christmas
deep in the heart of Texas.
John A. MacLeod, M.D.
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How many of you, I wonder, have memori es of wellloved children's books; books the very names of which
evoke feelings of nostalgia? Most of you do I should
think. We all carry with us sets of assoc i ations.
Mental connections with things which trigger emotional
response. This is true especially of our childhood
experiences, and for many of us some of the dearest
remembrances of things past are of books. The
Adventures of Robin Hood, The Boy's King Arthur or
Treasure Island may have excited you to dreams of
adventure as they did me. If you liked the cadences of
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are not among those that
bri ng ba
ries. They do for me. When
very s 11
f or his Just So stories to be
read , and e
o f hearing such strange and
cur i ous a cco
those of "How The Camel Got his
Hump" or the '
t h is trunk.
As I grew older,
Mowgli 's exp
in The Jungle Books enthralled me,
and still later , I f ound stories like The Phan~om
Ri ckshaw and . absorbing. Kipling's poetry ~s wellremembered too, especially his poems "Gunga Din," and
"Mandalay. a t famous stanza from "Mandalay" still
comes into y head at odd times, brought forward I know
not how, b y so e chance rhythm or c~d7nce ~f my
thought, perh aps. You know the fam~l~ar 11nes:
On the road to Mandalay,
Where the flyin'-fishes play,
An' the dawn comes up like thunder
outer China 'crost the bay!
As I've grown older and have begun to think more
critically, I still appreciate Kipling's poetry. It
strikes me as having few peers for vigor, exhilarating
pace and exotic imagery. Kipling's stories retain
their interest, too, for he not only has a special
talent for capturing childrens' imaginations, he tells
a rattling good tale which persons of any age and
degree of sophistication can admire. For example,
James Joyce wrote to his brother stanislaus how much
re~ding K~pling's Plain Tales From the Hills had
st~rred h~.. In an uncharacteristic acknowledgment of
talent not h~s own, Joyce told his brother that if he
knew. Ireland as well as Rudyard Kipling knew India he
fanc~ed he could wr ite something good as well.
'
~o revered .w~s Kipling in his own day that when he
fell ~ll on a ~1s 1 t to New York, the City had the
streets nea: hIS hotel covered with straw so the noise
of the carr1age wheels wouldn't disturb him. Kipling's
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achievements as an artist were recognized
internationally in 1907 by the award to him of the
Nobel prize for literature, and as late as 1958 T.S.
Eliot was declaring Kipling "the greatest man of
letters of his generation." This was high praise
indeed when one recalls that Kipl i ng ' s contemporar i es
included Joseph Conrad, Thomas Hardy , He nry J ames and
W. B. Yeats.
Kipling was one of those exceptional writers who
was both popular with the ordinary reader and respected
by the literary establishment. So far as the public is
concerned, its assessment of his worth has not changed.
Kipling's major stories and poems have been in print
since they first appeared in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. His books are on my
grandchildren's shelves as they were on mine. As many
of you may know, Kipling's Jungle Book stori es are the
subject of a popular Walt Disney movie and through the
medium of film reach even those children who seldom
read.
Although Kipling remains a household name, his
star has fallen with the literary establishment. So
steep has been his decline that he is considered now to
be unworthy of serious academic study.
first learned of the degree of Kipling's ecl ipse
in literary circles in the summer of 1994 when I
attended a lecture at Cambridge University by John
Lenard, Newton Lecturer in English and Fellow at
Trinity Hall. Mr. Lenard told his mixed audience of
British, American and other foreign listeners that he
had been interested in Kipling early in his career , but
that Kipling was no longer being read or studied i n
English and American universities. Mr. Lenar?
..
explained that Kipling was a casua~ty of the PO ~1 t1cal
correctness" movement on campuses ~n both count ::1e s.
He went on to observe that political conside rat~on s .
were being used by those in authority as t he c r 1te r 1a
for determining literary merit, ~nd that the~e
considerations were acting to st1fle and r~d1rect the
choices of writers young scholars were ma k1ng for
I
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study.

new to us here at our Club.
say this, I was saddened to
' pling's reputation, and who
, should no longer be thought
y, when, as it seemed to me,
e past with much less ability,
back from oblivion by academics, and
contemporary talents were receiving
o ar y attention. Dr. Lenard's remarks
e to look deeper into what has happened to
i s paper is the result of what I've found.

The charges the new critics make against Kipling
are that he was a racist whose work demands non-white
peoples and glorifies imperialism. The attacks proceed
both aga inst the man personally and the alleged
politics of his work.

the virulence of the personal attack against
Kipling is well-illustrated by a drawing by David
Levine, long time cartoonist for The New York Review of
Books. A copy is attached to this paper, but as our
rules prohibit me from showing it, I will describe it
for you.
Kipling is shown in a double image. The first is
a likeness to illustrate how he was seen originally.
The second is to show what he has become to the new
critics. The first drawing is a portrait with the
features normally proportioned and his expression
amiable. In the second image, Kipling is shown in
grotesque caricature. His jaw is enlarged and thrust
forward with blatant aggression. His brows are
beetling and his forehead has the slope of a
Neanderthal. There is a zealot's glare in his eyes and
the overall look is that of a brutal and intolerable
authority. The caricature permits Kipling no
intelligence that is now low cunning and denies him any
subtlety of mind, delicacy of emotion or flexibility of
view. It is the face of a tyrant and a bigot.
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It struck me at once upon looking a t this cartoon
that it was ~ distortion and I was not long into my
research unt~l I saw how deformed this view of Kip l ing
was. As I delved deeper into Kipling ' s life and
writing, I cam to realize even more f ully that no
objective critic with even superficial knowl edge of
Kipling's upbringing and personal bel i efs could see him
as he was depicted by Levine and must see the po l itical
slant and prejudice of such a representat i on.
Kipling was born in India and lived there until he
was six years old. In these formative years as a child
he lived with and learned to love people of d i fferent
races, castes and religions. In his autobiography,
Something of Myself, written toward the end of his
life, he remembers these people with great respect and
affection. For example, he recalls with a deep sense
of nostalgia walking by the sea in the shadow of the
palm groves with his ayah, or nurse, a portuguese Roman
catholic, and of how the two of them would stop and
pray together at a wayside cross. He remembers
lovingly his friend Meeta, a Hindu man, and how they
sometimes went into little Hindu temples where he, a
boy below the age of caste, would take Meeta's hand and
gaze at the dimly seen Gods that he felt were friendly
to him. Meeta and his ayah told him stories and sang
to him Indian nursery songs, and when he was dressed
and sent to dinner with his Mama and Papa, they
cautioned him to speak English, which he did haltingly
because he thought and dreamed in his native tongue.
Kipling remained fluent in Hindustani all his life, it
being in many ways his first language.
One cannot read Kipling's autobiography without
appreciating the positive and la~ting i~p:essions these
formative years made on him. ThlS sensltlve,and
,
precocious boy drank deeply even then of Ind~a and ~ts
people, as he walked among its teeming masses, saw f~r
going Arab dhows on the pearly waters and watch 7d ga~ly
dressed devotees wading out from shore to worshlp the
sunset.
Kipling returned to India at the age of 16, having
completed in England the only formal school ing he was
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Fro
years, Kipling had learned to
know the 1
people. The sensitive child, and
later the 0
young man, absorbed all of this and
his work is .
ed with a most intimate and personal
knowledge. H1 S
and stories never give us an
India of stereotypes, but are alive with that great
subcontinent's teecing people honestly portrayed. We
find Yorkshirecen , Irish, Cockneys, Sikhs, Janes,
native born traders, Tibetan lamas, high and low caste
women, hill en and hill women and many, many others.
The generous and admiring details with which Kipling
depicts these diverse and exotic people should alone be
enough to show that he was not prejudiced against those
who did not have white skin or thought himself above
those who were not of his own race or class.
Here, for example, is how he described Lispeth, a
native hill girl, in a story from "Plain Tales From the
Hills:"
... Whether Christianity improved Lispeth, or
whether the gods of her own people would have
done as much for her under any circumstances,
I do not know; but she grew very lovely.
When a Hill-girl grows lovely she is worth
traveling fifty miles over bad ground to look
upon.
Lispeth had a Greek face--one of those
faces people paint so often, and see of
seldom. She was of a pale, ivory color, and
for her race, extremely tall. Also, she
possessed eyes that were wonderful; and, had
she not been dressed in the abominable
printcloths affected by Missions, you would
meeting her on the hillside unexpectedly,
have thought her the original Diana of the
Romans going out to slay.
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Or, one might look at the story of OUnmaya, the
daughter of Rajput, sergeant-major in the native army,
who, as the wife of a slack and shiftless young
Englishman, by her good sense, patience and love,
taught him to be a man. Many other examples might be
mentioned. Kipling shows a sense of irony worthy of
Jane Austen in these stories, and he uses it most often
at the expense of the English, and to show the greater
merit of the native population.
The charge of racism made by Kipling's detractors
is based, in major part, on language in Kipling's work,
which today is deemed to be "politically incorrect" to
use the familiar term. That is to say, Kipling puts
words into the mouths of some of his characters which
are felt to be insensitive and as showing Kipling's
personal prejudice. It is true that Kipling causes his
characters to employ language which was in common usage
at the time, and which now is regarded as offensive.
This usually occurs when it is an ordinary soldier or
other working class person speaking.
That racism existed in the period of the British
Empire is an historic fact and of course this is
reflected in Kipling's work as it is in Shakespeare's
and other writers who wish to portray accurately the
speech and attitudes of those about whom they write.
Indeed, to be exact, one should not speak of "rac.i.m:n"
in the case of Kipling's characters, but of "rac~,"
for the prejudices that existed in India were not
merely those of white against brown, and white against
white. If Kipling had written of the Raj and not shown
his racism in his depiction of it, he would have been
either a very poor observer or a very dishonest artist,
and he was neither. What Kipling's critics fail to do
is to make a distinction between Kipling and his work.
That is, they fail to distinguish between Kipling the
man and Kipling the writer.
As I've tried to show with these brief references
to his personal life and stories, the evidence is that
Kipling was a remarkably democratic man. Anyone who
goes below the surface of his work will discover in it
a deep empathy for all levels and kinds of people. In
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East and west is West, and never
shall meet,
and Sky stand presently at God's
great
dgment seat;
But there is neither East nor West, Border,
nor Breed, nor Birth,
When t 0 strong men stand face to face,
thougb they came from the ends of the earth!
Among the many other examples of respect shown for nonwhite people are the famous last lines from "Gunga Din"
where the dying white foot-soldier says or his troopls
native water bearer:
Though I've belted you and flayed you,
By the living Gawd that made you,
You've a better man than I am Gunga Din.
We should not forget either, that Mowgli, the hero of
The Jungle Books, was an Indian boy.
This is not to suggest that Kipling ever pretended
that the color of one's skin made no difference in the
period of the Empire . He knew it did make a
difference; a difference in the way people thought, how
they understood, and in the cultural matrix in which
their beliefs were formed. What Kipling did not do,
however, either in his own life or in his work, was
construct a moral hierarchy based on color, race, caste
or creed. His own living experience from his earliest
childhood freed him from such bigotry.
with respect to the charge that Kipling was an
imperialist, it is clear that he did believe in the
mission of the British Empire. It was Kipling who
coined the phrase "the white man's burden," and he was
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the Empire's most famous celebrant. But it should be
recognized that whatever British colonial is was in
reality, the colonialism Kipling believed in was not
the colonialism of exploitation. It was not the
colonialism excoriated in Conrad's Heart of Darkness,
for example, but one of idealism and moral imperatives.
It was an empire governed by law, by self discipline
and by noblesse oblige. Consequently, Kipling spoke
not for colonialism as we think of i t today, but for an
idealized colonialism.
One might choose examples from any number of his
poems and stories, but let this stanza from his "A Song
of the English" illustrate the point. In listening,
keep in mind that the word "Law" in the first line does
not refer to English law, but to universal moral law
and that the reference to "Our peoples" in the last
line is not to the English people but all peoples
everywhere. Here is what Kipling says of the duty of
the British Empire:
Keep ye the Law--be swift in all obedience-Clear the land of evil, drive the road
and bridge the ford.
Make ye sure to each his own
That he may reap where he was sown;
By the peace among Our peoples let men
know we serve the lord!
These are not the words of a tyrant, but of an
idealist, not those of a taker but of a giver.
I found it ironic, too, that Kipling, who is
reviled today for his political belief in the Empire,
was reproached in his own day for what was then
perceived to be his criticism of it. Respect for
British imperialism was the politically correct stance
in Kipling's time, supported not only by Tories but by
Socialists as well. His fellow Britons, who wished to
bask in the glory of England as a world power, were not
appreciative when they encountered passages in the work
of their poet which suggested there was a debt to be
paid and an enormous amount of selfless work to be done
if the Empire was to be morally justified.
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Kipling was its spokesman, he has become our
scapegoat. Hence, in part at least, the
tendency in recent decades is to dismiss him
so contemptuously, so unthinkingly and so
mistakenly ; where as if we approach him more
historically, and less hysterically, we shall
find in this very relation to his age an
instructive phenomenon of absorbing interest.

Rutherford argues in this passage for the
historical value of Kipling's work. It does have
historical value. If we want to know what it was like
to live in the India of the Empire we cannot do better
than to read Kipling. In some ways the stories and
poems of real artists are more faithful than history
books in showing us how life was. As valuable as it
may be for its historical interest, however, I believe
Kipling's work transcends that interest. We don't read
Homer simply to learn about the warrior society of
ancient Greece, nor do we read Chaucer only to
understand what life was like in Medieval England"
I believe we read great literature for more
significant reasons. I believe we do so because it
organ~zes in.an understandable way the events it
descr1bes, l1berates those events from their immediate
surrounding circumstances and communicates human
experience to us in a way that we can see and
understand it. The world as we perceive it in everyday
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life is too complex for us. We cannot assimilate the
clamorous undifferentiated stuff around us without
help. It is just this help that artists give by
organizing what they find in the world and presenting
it in an ordered form so that we can see and
understand. To paraphrase T. S. Eliot, it is the
purpose of art to impose an order Qn reality, so that
we can see the order in reality. stor i es and poems in
the hands of writers of talent, when they have
integrity, that is to say when they deal honestly with
life as Kipling did, extend these writers' human
insights to us. story telling has a kind of primitive
power. In the hands or a write with genius, great
literature shows us who and what we are, what it means
to live in the world, what it means to be human. To
put it more concretely, it shows us life's comedy and
life's tragedy - what it means to us when we succeed,
or when we fail, to integrate the inner desires of the
self with the outer realities of the world in which we
live.
Another way of describing what artists of
integrity and talent do for us is to say they bring us
to a state of recognition. socrates said each of us
knows everything, we're just not aware of it. What he
meant was that we have the innate capacity to recognize
the truth when it is brought to our attention, even
though we were oblivious to it before. Although there
are wide cultural differences in the way we humans
perceive the world, we are capable of such recognition
because we nonetheless have broad similarities in the
structure of our mindS. This is what Coleridge
identified as, "The all-in-each of every mind." It is
what allows you and me who never experienced the Russia
of War and Peace, for example, to know that what
Tolstoy is showing us in his novel is the truth; not
the literal truth, of course, but what is far more
significant for us, the human truth. virg~nia Woolf
was speaking of this universal human.capac1ty for .
recognition when she said the follow~ng about novel~sts
with integrity:
What one means by integrity •.• is the
conviction that the novelist gives one that
this is the truth. Yes, one feels, I should
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ght that this could be so; I

wn people behaving like that.
convinced me that so it is, so
One holds every phrase, every
e light as one reads - for Nature
ery oddly, to have provided us with
er igbt by which to judge the
e
I S integrity or disintegrity.
Or
pe aps it is rather that Nature, in his most
irrational mood, has traced in invisible ink
on the wa l ls of the mind a premonition iwhich
these great artists confirm; a sketch which
only needs to be held to the fire of genius,
to be become visible. When one so exposes 1t
sees i t come to life one exclaims in rapture,
'But this is what I have always felt and
known and desired!' And one boils over with
excitement, and shutting the book even with a
kind of reverence as if it were something
very precious, a stand-by to return to as
long as one lives.
Where timeless literature is concerned, the
personal politics of the writer do not matter, for I
would argue that it is an essential quality of a great
writer that his or her voice is self forgetful.
Anonymity is the hallmark of the true story teller.
His or her identity and beliefs should always be masked
in the work, and to the extent a writer sets out to
prove a personal point with his work, the integrity of
that work suffers.
Of course, writers often do distort reality,
consciously or unconsciously, in order to lend
credibil i ty to their own biases. Many do in fact write
to pr~se lyt i ze their own political and social views.
And, 1f t he i ssues they deal with are current ones
these wr i ters' may enjoy popularity for a time but
their work will die when their issues die. An'
il l ustrat ive case is Harriet Beecher stowe's Uncle
Tom ~s cab ~ n.
Enormously popular when slavery was the
n~t7onal 1ssue, her nove l lost its readership after the
C1V1 l War. It was nev er considered by critics as
w~rthy of inclusion i n the Canon until modern
I1terature departments put it in the curriCUlum because
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it was written by a woman and had s lavery for its
subject. That the book's large i n f luence on the
political attitudes of Americans of the 19th century
entitles it to study as an histori cal document, no one
could fairly deny. But Uncle Tom's Cabin is not
literature in the sense Kipling's work is. s e ntimental
and melodramatic in the extreme, it d i s torts a nd
misrepresents human qualities, and there i s litt l e that
is true about the life it depicts. I t i s more a
political tract than literature, more a p ropaganda
piece than art. At the same time it has s uppressed
Kipling's work for its political incorrectness, the
modern literary establishment has resurrected stowe's
book for the felt "correctness" of its pol i tics. In
doing so the critical establishment has fa il ed entirely
to subject her novel to the exploratory and testing
processes which traditionally have been the methods of
literary criticism; those testing processes which
proceed form the understanding that the true value of
great literature is its capacity to enhance our
awareness and its ability to contribute to our inner
growth; critical processes which, until now, have
applied standards that were anything but political.
Speaking of writers, like Harriet Beecher Stowe,
who twist and deform reality to convey a politi cal
point, virginia Woolf observed that they write in a
rage where they should write calmly, they write
foolishly where they should write wisely, and they
write of themselves where they should write of their
characters. Kipling was not this kind of self-obsessed
writer.
While we tend to think of the "political
correctness" test as a modern development in literary
criticism, it is not new. Marilyn Butler, in her book
Romantics. Rebels and Reactionaries, tells of the
trouble Wordsworth had with critics. This was
especially true of Francis ~effrey, the ed i ~or o f. t~e
then powerful Edinburgh ReVlew and the lead lng crltlc
of the late 18th century. Because Wordsworth wrote of
the simple life and directed his poetry to the common
man which had not been done to the same degree befor e,
and' because his poems were appearing at t he ti e o f the
French Revolution, Jeffrey excoriated Words worth 's
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Jeffrey , lLke odern critics, measured the value
of lite rature against his personal political and social
beliefs. Believing as he did in the power of
literature to subvert his political ideas, Jeffrey felt
jus tified in u s ing his power to suppress it.
The que sti on for us is whether we want persons in
authori t y ove r our cultural heritage to use their
personal poli tical, social and economic opinions as the
stand ards f or determining what is fit to be read and
reme mbered.
In a society professing free speech and
democr acy, it seems anomalous that literary merit
should have to give place to any set of political
ideas. This would be true even if it could be shown
that great literature is subversive of today's
political values in the way the present literary
establishment would have us believe it is.
I would
urge that it is not. Indeed, a strong argument can be
made for the exact opposite. That is, for the
proposition that the ideals of tolerance, individual
freedom and equality are a legacy left to us by those
very artists of genius like Kipling who have generation
after generation focused our attention on the realities
of the human condition and who are now being driven
from the canon.
Another aspect of the "political correctness" test
that is troubling, is that it assumes the universal
validity of the political and social views of the
crit i c. stated badly, the modern critical
estab ~ is~en~ seeks to ~ncorporate the entire literary
terraln wlthln the terr ltor y o f their own political
val u e ~yst7m, and to use the power of their hierarchial
author1ty 1n our colleges and universities to purge it
of a l l but their own views . In effect they compla i n
about every form of i mperi al i sm, but their own.
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There is both a narcissism and a lack of
historical perspective in the idea that to be respected
a text must conform to a present day critic's political
thinking. A speech I heard some years ago given by a
feminist professor from Sarah Lawrence College
illustrates the point. The gravamen of her talk was
that the Old Testament is a "sexist" text and that the
women of the bible bear a share of the responsibility
for what she perceived women to have suffered over the
millennia. Her contention was that these women should
have resisted what she saw as the tyranny of mal e
domination, and that by not doing so they had
complicity in our present male dominated world . The
speaker singled out Ruth for special criticism for the
allegedly servile way the professor perceived she had
given herself to Boaz. You will recall the Old
Testament story in which Ruth loyally followed Naomi,
her widowed mother-in-law, into Naomi's land of the
Moabites. Alone and in danger of starving, Naomi sent
Ruth into Boaz's field to glean grain. While Ruth was
gleaning there, Boaz approached her and she bowed
before him. Later she went to his house and slept for
a night at his feet. The story ends with Boaz taking
Ruth as his wife for the respect and selflessness she
had shown. The implication throughout the professor's
talk was that Ruth and other women in the Bible lacked
the courage of the speaker and her modern-day sisters,
and if the audience thought such subservience would be
shown in the future, they'd better rearrange their
thinking. Nor, the speaker made clear, should we
expect such "sexist" texts to be effective instruments
in colleges and universities to condition young women
to male dominance in the future.
What struck me most about this talk was how
oblivious the speaker was to the story's real meaning.
How, in her eagerness to make a political point, she
had failed to appreciate that at bottom Ruth's story
was a metaphor showing the qualities of loyalty and
selflessness, and demonstrating how these qualities
operate to harmonize people's lives. It amazed me,
too, that even if she insisted on readi ng the book as a
political text, that she could not appreciate that
people in Ruth's day, living on the edge of survival,
would inevitably organize themselves differently from
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because a
. ed in a society that made her
dependent
ays, she could not be an
autono OUS ,
- 9 being of compassion, intelligence
and courage , as, Ruth surely was. As I've said, the
professor's vie that in order to be respected a
literary text
t reflect and support her unique
identity and social views as a modern woman struck me
as both yop i c and self centered.
If, as I've argued, the perceived content of a
text is not to be the critical standard for its value,
what is? Until recently it was believed that ideas
transcended politics and that there were such
universals as reason, truth, morality and artistic
excellence which could be both understood and aspired
to by everyone in every age regardless of class, race,
gender or cultural background. The texts that provided
what were felt to be timeless insights into these human
issues were preserved int he literary canon. These
enduring literary texts proved generally to be more
imaginative, more sensitive, more intelligent, more
truthful and more aesthetically satisfying than
ordinary writing. Until the present generation of
critics turned its attention to politics, discerning
and appreciating these qualities was a central concern
of literacy criticism.
In his stories and poems, Kipling chose real
incidents and situations from the life of the Raj and
suffused these with a wonderful sense of the exotic.
It was both natural and necessary that his work reflect
~on7st~y the conditions of his own time. Great work,
1f 1t 1S tO,be c~nvincing, must share characteristics
of a world In WhIch people have actually lived. As Sir
wal~er,sco~t ?bs~rved, "Art must be parochial in the
begl.~.lu~g l.f l.t l.S to be cosmopolitan in the end" The
peop e 1t shows u~ must act in ways we recognize·as
~~1~~~~~ dOGs O 1n places and with objectives that are
.
eorge Santayan has wisely said:
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Imagination needs a soil in history,
tradition or human institut ions , else its
random growths are not significant enough
and, like trivial melodies , go ' ediately
out of fashion.
These are realities the new critics seem neither to
understand nor to respect.
In the past, one test of a writer's lasting
significance has been whether succeeding artists have
built upon him or her. That later artists have built
on Kipling's work is clear. T. S. Eliot is perhaps the
best known of these. In a speech Eliot gave to the
Kipling Society in the late 1950's, he said this about
the influence Kipling's work had on him as a poet:
Rudyard Kipling, whom I never knew and never
saw, and who probably never heard of me, has
touched my life at sundry times and in divers
manners .•. [He] has accompanied me ever since
boyhood, when I discovered the early verse 'Barrack Room Ballards' - and the early
stories - 'Plain Tales from the Hills'.
There are boyhood enthusiasms which one
outgrows; there are writers who impress one
deeply at some time before or during
adolescence and whose work one never re-reads
in later life. But Kipling is different.
Traces of Kipling appear in my own mature
verse where no diligent scholarly sleuth has
yet observed them ...
Years before this speech, in 1941, Eliot prepared a
selection of Kipling's work for publication. In its
preface, Eliot draws the readers attention to the
following aspects of Kipling's genius:
[He had] an immense gift for using words, an
amazing curiosity and power of observation
with his mind and with all his senses, the
mask of the entertainer, and beyond that a
queer gift of second sight, of transmitting
messages from elsewhere, a gift so
disconcerting when we are made aware or it
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we are never sure when it is
a l l this makes Kipling a
~~.~sible wholly to understand and
~~~ ib le to belittle.

Obvious y ,
woul d do
"qu i te '

'd

not foresee what modern critics
or he would not have said it was
belittle" him.

As I've sa id, critics narrow their focus of
ana lys i s t o polit i cal scansion when they say we cannot
benefi t fro , and ay in fact be harmed by, literary
texts wh i c h ref l ect institutions with which they do not
agree. Yet , i t seems absurd to suggest that because we
may disapprove , say of a warrior society, we can find
nothing to instruct us in the Iliad, or that an atheist
cannot d i scover verve and intelligence in John Donne's
religious sonnets, or that non-Catholics should be
offended by The Divine Comedy because it reflects
Catholic dogma. There seems no legitimate reason why a
critic should not commend a text though it does not
support, or may be hostile to, his own political ideas.
Consider the loss to us, for example, if Jeffrey's view
of Wordsworth had prevailed and his poetry had been
refused admission to the canon.

Now I know that modern critics propound the view
that there are no human universals; that all we think
and are is culturally determined. The
deconstructionists smash at the very heart of learning
whey they say the texts of the Canon are no better than
any other words put on a page. They tell us everything
is relative, except, of course, their own statement
that this is so, which we are to take as absolute. The
new historicists would achieve their destructive ends
by convincing us that whatever value a text might have
is limited to the specific cultural circumstances of
its own time. Consequently, they argue, Shakespeare
has no relevance beyond Renaissance England and need
not,b 7 stud i ed ~oday. And thus go the argu~ents of the
f 7mlnlsts, Marxlsts and other critics, who claim that
11teracy texts are merely political documents and are
abo~t nothing more than a struggle for political and
soclal power,
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These are the same critics who fill their obscure
professional journals with articles written in such
impenetrable jargon they cannot even understand each
other.
Indeed, the reader can only conclude that the
vagueness of their language and the disorder of their
syntax is but a cover for the paucity of their thought.
Common sense seems entirely lost in the we lter of their
twisted and tortured abstractions; a common sense that
might be regained by asking the simple question, if
Shakespeare has no meaning at all, or if he has no
meaning that transcends the specific culture of
Elizabethan England, how comes it that his plays have
for generations been read and performed by virtually
every culture on the planet? How comes it, too, that a
person like Maya Angelou, the black poet, can say with
complete sincerity of Shakespeare:
"Of course he was a black woman.
I
understand that. Nobody else understands it,
but I know that William Shakespeare was a
black woman. That is the role of art in
life."
The condescending, issue deflecting, and empty
response the new critics so often give, especially to
white males, which his "you just don't get it, stupid,"
will not do for an answer.
It is wrong as well as
unresponsive. The teacher and essayist Lionel Trilling
was right when as early as 1970 he observed about such
new critics at the outset of his Norton Lectures at
Harvard:
We read the Iliad or the plays of Sophocles
or Shakespeare and they come so close to our
hearts and minds that they put to rout, or
into abeyance, our instructed consciousness
of the moral life as it is conditioned by a
particular culture--they persuade us that
human nature never varies, that the moral
life is unitary and its terms perennial, and
that only a busy intruding pedantry could
ever have suggested otherwise ...
I recognize that every age has its political
certitudes. That we should have ours is as it should
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be .
any part .

ere i s in no wayan attack on
polit ical beliefs. The present
should
by the past. We must break with
what has q
re if we are to exercise our freedom
and express
are. This includes discovering new
approaches
rature . But at the same time we open
ourselves to
e , we must recognize that it was the
past which pr . ed the impetus which got us where we
are today
· ch continues to provide the energy
which fuels our growth . We must mend the breach which
has occurred between us and our artistic tradition. We
mus t remember bat that tradition has given us and
maintain our confide nce in what it can continue to give
us if we are to survive as a living and vital culture.
This will require more forgiveness and more humility
tha n many of those in power in our colleges and
un ivers ities have shown of late. We shall have to
admit t o ourselves that it is one thing to have
conf ide nce in what we believe is right politically for
our t ime and quite another to suggest that our beliefs
were r ight f or all times, and give up the thought that
our poli t i cal agenda should be the standard for judging
art from the past. We must come to see that such
pol i t i cal claims of the absolute are death dealing and
that no body of art can survive them.
Kipling's generation believed in Empire, and it
was a reality of his world that there were prejudices
of col or, class and caste. It is natural his stories
and poems should reflect this. If this were all
Kipling's work brought to us, it would not be worth
reading. But Kipling's work is far more than that.
Art like his civilizes our impulses, for he touches at
many points on the universals of our nature and helps
us to bett~r unders~and both ourselves and others. At
th7 same t 1me, he g1ves us beautifully told stories
wh1ch are entertaining still, and poems Which are
models of strength, style and imagery. And so I say
let's resurrect Ki p l ing and bring him back to
'
r;spec~fu l ac ademic study. It is with this ho e that
I ve t1 t l ed my pape r, "The Sahib Redux."
p
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