
Wyndham Lewis's Kulturkampf 

by 

David William Lafferty, B.A. (Hons), M.A. 

A thesis submitted to 

the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research 

in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Institute of Comparative Studies in Literature, Art, and Culture: 
Cultural Mediations 

Carleton University 
Ottawa, Canada 
January, 2009 

© 2009, David William Lafferty 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



1*1 Library and 
Archives Canada 

Bibliotheque et 
Archives Canada 

Published Heritage 
Branch 

Direction du 
Patrimoine de I'edition 

395 Wellington Street 
Ottawa ON K1A0N4 
Canada 

395, rue Wellington 
Ottawa ON K1A0N4 
Canada 

Your file Votre reference 
ISBN: 978-0-494-52094-9 
Our file Notre reference 
ISBN: 978-0-494-52094-9 

NOTICE: 
The author has granted a non­
exclusive license allowing Library 
and Archives Canada to reproduce, 
publish, archive, preserve, conserve, 
communicate to the public by 
telecommunication or on the Internet, 
loan, distribute and sell theses 
worldwide, for commercial or non­
commercial purposes, in microform, 
paper, electronic and/or any other 
formats. 

AVIS: 
L'auteur a accorde une licence non exclusive 
permettant a la Bibliotheque et Archives 
Canada de reproduire, publier, archiver, 
sauvegarder, conserver, transmettre au public 
par telecommunication ou par Nntemet, preter, 
distribuer et vendre des theses partout dans 
le monde, a des fins commerciales ou autres, 
sur support microforme, papier, electronique 
et/ou autres formats. 

The author retains copyright 
ownership and moral rights in 
this thesis. Neither the thesis 
nor substantial extracts from it 
may be printed or otherwise 
reproduced without the author's 
permission. 

L'auteur conserve la propriete du droit d'auteur 
et des droits moraux qui protege cette these. 
Ni la these ni des extraits substantiels de 
celle-ci ne doivent etre imprimes ou autrement 
reproduits sans son autorisation. 

In compliance with the Canadian 
Privacy Act some supporting 
forms may have been removed 
from this thesis. 

While these forms may be included 
in the document page count, 
their removal does not represent 
any loss of content from the 
thesis. 

Conformement a la loi canadienne 
sur la protection de la vie privee, 
quelques formulaires secondaires 
ont ete enleves de cette these. 

Bien que ces formulaires 
aient inclus dans la pagination, 
il n'y aura aucun contenu manquant. 

i*I 

Canada 
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



The claim of this study is that the "master subject" of Lewis's literary works was a 

cultural divide that I refer to as the modern kulturkampf or "culture war" (the English 

translation of kulturkampf, and now common parlance), and that may be most simply 

described as the sharp, politicized cultural division between the Old and the New in the 

modern world. Lewis's confrontation with the kulturkampf, the parameters of which he 

was constantly redefining, guided his rhetorical strategies and the construction of his 

authorial persona, especially in his employment of reactionary ideas and rhetoric. I 

examine the development of Lewis's vision of the kulturkampf in his polemical works 

and in the fiction in which his polemical voice and authorial persona are most apparent, 

analyzing in loose chronological order the emergence of Lewis's "politics of the intellect" 

in The Art of Being Ruled (1926) and The Lion and the Fox (1927); his engagement with 

kulturkampf rhetoric in his critique of T.E. Hulme's vision of the kulturkampf, his public 

feud with the editors of transition, and his analysis of the age war in The Old Gang and 

the New Gang (1933); his political polemics of the 1930s, with a focus on his 

contribution to "revolutionary conservative" ideology in Count Your Dead: They Are 

Alive! (1937); his post-war return to the British kulturkampf in Rotting Hill (1951); and 

finally his radical re-evaluation of the dimensions of the kulturkampf in the last two 

completed books of the unfinished Human Age tetralogy. 

Throughout, I argue that the purpose of Lewis's engagement with the kulturkampf 

was threefold. First, it allowed him to refine his politics of the intellect-the practical goal 

of which was the protection of the intellectual, and the Utopian goal of which was to bring 
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the kulturkampf into a new "political equilibrium." Second, it allowed him to harness the 

literary and political violence of others as a means of creating confusion and controversy, 

thus reinforcing his position as the "Enemy." Third, it functioned as a vehicle for his 

evangelical impulses, his goal being to expand the political consciousness of the average 

middle-class Briton. 
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Introduction 

In The Lion and the Fox, a 1927 study of William Shakespeare's tragedies, Wyndham 

Lewis describes the cultural divide in the English Renaissance between an old 

medievalism and an emerging modernism as the "master subject" of Shakespeare's 

work.1 The claim of the present study is that the "master subject" of Lewis's literary 

works was a similar cultural divide, which I refer to as the modern kulturkampf or 

"culture war" (the English translation of kulturkampf ),2 and which may be most simply 

described as the sharp, politicized cultural division between the Old and the New in the 

modern world.3 Lewis's confrontation with the kulturkampf the parameters of which he 

was constantly redefining, guided his rhetorical strategies and the construction of his 

authorial persona, especially in his employment of reactionary ideas and rhetoric. This 

study examines the development of Lewis's vision of the kulturkampf in his polemical 

works and in the fiction in which his polemical voice and authorial persona are most 

apparent, from his seminal inter-war writings to his radical change in perspective in the 

last two completed books of the unfinished Human Age tetralogy. 

The purpose of Lewis's engagement with the kulturkampf, I argue, was threefold. 

First, it allowed him to formulate, through an engagement with battling orthodoxies, a 

strategy of action or "politics of the intellect" devoted to the protection of what Alan 

Munton has referred to as the Lewisian "artist-intellectual."4 Thus, the kulturkampf 

'Lewis, The Lion and the Fox, 11. 
2The term "culture war" is cited and defined later in this chapter. 
'Throughout this study, I capitalize the first letters of Old and New, and Right and Left, when using 
these words in the context of kulturkampf rhetoric. 
4The term "artist-intellectual" is also used by Alan Munton in his 1976 dissertation on Lewis. 
Munton, "Wyndham Lewis: the relation between the theory and the fiction, from his earliest 
writings to 1941," 35. 

1 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



2 

provided the material for the construction of a complex and multifaceted form of politics 

"beyond action and reaction," the goal of which was the creation of a future "political 

equilibrium" in which artist-intellectuals and the masses would be able to coexist in 

peace.5 Second, it allowed him to harness the literary and political violence of others as a 

means of creating confusion and controversy. Lewis's writings, especially when placed 

in relation to their reception by his detractors and supporters, can be read as perverse, 

publicity-generating maneuvers in the kulturkampf. Third, Lewis's engagement with the 

kulturkampf functioned as a means of expanding the political consciousness of the 

average middle-class Briton. There is a unique brand of evangelism present in many of 

Lewis's polemical works; he seeks to rescue the British national consciousness from its 

culturally limited conception of the kulturkampf and replace it with a more universal and 

cosmopolitan conception of politics. His ideal reader, in many cases, is the intelligent but 

unreflective "general educated person"6 whom he converts to his view by disassembling 

the popular kulturkampf and revealing the parameters of a broader, pan-European, or 

even global, transition occurring behind the scenes. The ultimate goal of such evangelism 

is to educate the attentive reader into becoming, like Lewis, a political free radical-a 

disruptive element in a highly politicized cultural environment. 

5The phrase "beyond action and reaction" is the title of the last section of The Art of Being Ruled, 
355-75. Lewis uses the term "political equilibrium" in The Art of Being Ruled, 325. 
6Lewis, Time and Western Man, 451. 
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The term kulturkampf was not used by Lewis himself, although it has been used 

before, in passing, in Lewis criticism.7 The translation of the term as "culture war" has 

entered common parlance over the last two decades thanks in part to James Davison 

Hunter's landmark study, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America (1991). 

Although kulturkampf has its terminological roots in Otto von Bismarck's battle against 

Roman Catholic hegemony in Germany in the late nineteenth century,8 it may be used to 

describe any fundamental cultural divide within a particular society or civilization. 

Lewis's depictions of the kulturkampf of course, contain echoes of kulturkampfen of the 

past, all of which occurred during what Lewis refers to in The Lion and the Fox as 

"periods of transition."9 The older periods of transition to which Lewis commonly makes 

reference are the Enlightenment, the Reformation, the Renaissance, and the rise of 

Christianity, but the cultural divide that is perhaps most relevant as a precursor in this 

context is the quarrel of the ancients and the moderns in seventeenth-century France, the 

central debate of which was immortalized in Jonathan Swift's The Battle of the Books 

(1704). In his editorial notes for The Enemy no. 2 (1927), Lewis invokes Swift when 

noting the use and misuse of such terms as "rebel" and "reactionary" in the twentieth 

century. He makes the following suggestion: 

In the Battle of the Books, of the seventeenth century, a parallel confusion 

reigned; if you are anxious to clarify your vision for these present disputes, that is 

a good paradigm. You can practice your eye with that. There you have the 

7In "The Metamorphoses of Wyndham Lewis's The Human Age: Medium, Intertextuality, Genre," 
Peter L. Caracciolo uses the term kulturkampf in describing the activities of the European post-
WWI avant-garde. Caracciolo, "The Metamorphosis of Wyndham Lewis's The Human Age," 265. 
8The term was coined by Rudolf Virchow. Waller, Bismarck, 56. 
9Lewis, The Lion and the Fox, 84. 
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extreme "Modern," and the extreme "Classicist," as you have to-day, and the 

nicest and most elaborate mixtures. The issues in that "Battle," if you make these 

necessary allowances for the widening of the scene, and the peculiar and novel 

forces now at work, were the same as to-day.10 

Like the historical Battle of the Books, or like the American academic culture-war 

ignited by Allan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind (1987), the kulturkampf that 

Lewis delineates often seems a purely literary or intellectualist debate, but as French 

author Julien Benda, one of Lewis's few literary role-models, makes clear in The Treason 

of the Intellectuals (1927), a prominent characteristic of twentieth-century intellectualism 

is that it aims to have a direct and pervasive influence on society. Such was certainly the 

case when Lewis was writing. 

Hunter uses a Gramscian model to describe the ongoing American culture-war, 

and this model, if its Marxist assumptions are not stressed, is applicable to the 

kulturkampf of Lewis's time. Hunter refers to the American culture-war as a public 

struggle for hegemony between "orthodox" and "progressive" systems of thought and 

their supporters (which, as Hunter acknowledges, recalls the Gramscian idea of the 

conflict between "traditional" and "organic" intellectuals).11 For Hunter, "this struggle is 

not between those who sincerely advocate 'truth' and those who either unwittingly or 

cynically pursue misrepresentations.... Rather, this dispute is between groups who hold 

fundamentally different views of the world."12 Hunter's conception of the culture war as 

'"Lewis, "Editorial Notes," xxxix. 
"Hunter, Culture Wars, 43-44, 61. 
12Ibid„ 63. 
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a battle between essentially irreconcilable "views of the world" is accurate, but, in 

Lewis's case, it is more useful to describe the kulturkampf as a battle of orthodoxies, 

rather than a battle between the orthodox and the progressive. Lewis was sensitive to the 

potential for oppression inherent in long-standing orthodoxies, such as that of the 

Catholic Church, but it was also his opinion that Marxism and Bergsonism, for example, 

represented equally rigid orthodoxies, possessing the same potential to enslave the 

personality and the intellect. 

For the purposes of this study, I propose the following as a working definition of 

kulturkampf The term refers to a fundamental schism within a society caused by the 

politicization of that society's culture. At its most extreme, this politicization extends into 

every cultural domain, encompassing both the intellectual and artistic elite as well as 

those at the bottom of the socio-cultural ladder. Malcolm Muggeridge captures the all-

pervasiveness of this phenomenon when describing the cultural landscape of 1930s 

England (although he sees this battle as being specifically related to the philosophy of 

romantic materialism): 

It [the multitude of cultural conflicts in the modern world] expresses a deep 

cleavage of opinion, a deep discord between two expressions of the same spirit of 

romantic materialism-a Brave New World and a Brave Old World facing one 

another and menacingly flourishing the same weapons. More and more this 

conflict came to provide the underlying pattern of thought, whether in politics, 

literature or religion. It became an obsession from which no one was wholly 

immune, creeping into novels, plays, poems, literary criticism, sermons, lectures, 

conversation, films, music-hall turns. Spain provided an actual battleground 
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where some shed their blood, undergraduates breaking off their studies to man 

machine-guns; and in the ideological fray all could join everywhere.13 

As Muggeridge suggests in his description of the conflict as one between a "Brave New 

World" and a "Brave Old World," the dichotomy that the kulturkampf can be reduced to 

is that of the Old versus the New. Any one kulturkampf may exist in tandem with a 

number of other kulturkampfen, but there is a tendency for these to consolidate into the 

fundamental Old/New division, especially as the level of politicization intensifies. When 

a kulturkampf reaches a point of maximum intensity, the result is revolution or civil war. 

My definition of kulturkampf draws upon the political philosophy of Carl Schmitt, 

the controversial German political philosopher, and unrepentant Nazi, whose thought has 

been resuscitated and critiqued by, among others, Jacques Derrida.14 Specifically, I have 

given the term "political" a meaning derived from Schmitt's famous 1932 treatise, The 

Concept of the Political. In that work, Schmitt seeks to determine the central dichotomy 

underlying the political itself. His conclusion is that "the specific political distinction to 

which political actions and motives can be reduced is that between friend and enemy."15 

The idea of the enemy upon which this dichotomy is founded is, according to Schmitt, 

dependent upon "the ever present possibility of combat."16 Thus, the friend/enemy 

distinction must always allow for the possibility of violent battle, even if it is unlikely to 

occur. 

13Muggeridge, The Thirties, 45-6. 
14Schmitt's ideas are examined at length in Derrida's Politics of Friendship (1994). 
15Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, 26. 
16Ibid., 32. 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



7 

This does not, however, mean that only states or armed insurgent factions can be 

considered political entities, for as Schmitt notes, "Every religious, moral, economic, 

ethical, or other antithesis transforms into a political one if it is sufficiently strong to 

group human beings effectively according to friend and enemy."17 Schmitt's definition 

helps to illuminate further the mechanics of the kulturkampf: the kulturkampf occurs 

when the political (or the friend/enemy distinction) enters the domestic realm (or the 

internal realm of the nation-state or other political unit) and attaches itself to other 

aspects of human life, including religion, art, education, work, and family life. It fuses 

with the division between the Old and the New, and transforms a period of transition into 

a sharply dichotomized, and potentially violent, conflict between the past and the future. 

Lewis and Schmitt conceptualized the political in similar ways, even if the 

cultural contexts in which they were writing differed significantly.18 While it is unlikely 

that Lewis ever read Schmitt, Schmitt certainly read Lewis, or at least Lewis's major 

work of political philosophy, The Art of Being Ruled (1926). In a footnote to the 1926 

edition of The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, Schmitt praises The Art of Being 

Ruled and notes his agreement with Lewis's appraisal of Georges Sorel as "the key to all 

contemporary political thought."19 

17Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, 37. 
18The name of Schmitt has arisen very infrequently in Lewis criticism—tangentially in the work of 
Philip Head and apparently in a conference paper by Tyrus Miller—and the similarity between the 
two thinkers has never been explored in any detail. In his collection of essays, Some Enemy Fight-
Talk: Aspects of Wyndham Lewis on Art and Society, Philip Head mentions Schmitt's comments 
on Lewis in passing in "The Tyro and the Commissar" and briefly compares Schmitt's conception 
of the political with that of Lewis in "Ideology, Utopia, Myth." 12-13, 46-47. According to the 
University of Sussex Bulletin of February 27, 1998, Tyrus Miller was scheduled to deliver a paper 
entitled "Modernist allegory as an art of being ruled: Wyndham Lewis, Carl Schmitt, and the 
liquidation of cultural autonomy" as part of an English Graduate Colloquium on March 4, 1998 at 
the University of Sussex. 
''Schmitt, The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, 88n. Lewis, The Art of Being Ruled, 119. 
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Lewis and Schmitt both believed that parliamentary democracy, which seeks to 

free society from violent conflict through discussion, compromise, and the protection of 

individual rights, was incapable of protecting the nation-state from the force of twentieth-

century mass-democracy, which is founded upon the absolute value of the will of the 

people. The undermining of the nation-state by the tides of mass-democracy, in their 

view, creates a situation in which the political (or in Schmitt's terminology, the 

friend/enemy distinction) ceases to be solely the concern of the state. Mass movements, 

according to Schmitt, have a political force of their own with the potential to set 

countrymen against each other and extend across national boundaries; communism, for 

example, creates an international political divide that transcends, and thus bisects, the 

traditional nation-state.20 

The solutions that Lewis and Schmitt sought as a means of correcting the 

uncontrolled proliferation of the political differ greatly. Schmitt thought that the solution 

to twentieth-century political instability lay in the restoration of the nation-state as the 

primary political unit in European life, which would serve as a brake on both the slippage 

of the political outside its proper domain and on liberal attempts to neutralize the political 

itself.21 Lewis, in contrast, sought to remove himself from the friend/enemy division of 

the political, largely because his experience in World War I instilled in him an 

abhorrence of violence. Instead, he waged war on politics in the name of the 

intellect—something he believed was the domain of only a small minority of people. 

Lewis's war on politics, I assert, was not a political act according to Schmittean theory, 

20Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, 74. 
21 Ibid., 70-73, 78-79. 
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as Lewis was speaking for a group (namely the artist-intellectuals) that he envisioned as 

being incapable of engaging in physical combat and unwilling to take hold of the reigns 

of state power in the unlikely event of victory. 

True artist-intellectuals, for Lewis, are individualistic by default, as group 

orthodoxy makes intellectual freedom an impossibility. Thus, the artist-intellectual must 

avoid becoming trapped within any rigid friend/enemy division; he must participate in 

the kulturkampf without making ideological commitments. Lewis heeded his own advice, 

and after his Vorticist period he refused to align himself with a group of "friends" in 

opposition to another group of "enemies." In the guise of his evolving authorial persona, 

he fluctuated between two positions that escape the friend/enemy dichotomy: enemy-of-

all and friend-of-all. Lewis's late-1920s "Enemy" persona is the most obvious example 

of his role as enemy-of-all, but he was equally fond of presenting himself as a friendly 

advocate of political moderation, as in his gesture of peace towards Germany in Hitler 

(1931) and his interactions with the British middle-class in Rotting Hill (1951). Lewis's 

personal kulturkampf on behalf of the intellect, was thus unpolitical despite the 

seemingly political dichotomy it created. As a result of his unwillingness to become part 

of a larger political entity, he was forced to act alone—to make himself an outsider and 

resolute non-partisan. 

As a response to the political pressure generated by the kulturkampf, Lewis made 

it his mission as a writer to articulate the principles of what he referred to in The Art of 

Being Ruled (1926) as "the politics of the intellect,"22 and this concept requires further 

22Lewis, The Art of Being Ruled, 373-75. 
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elaboration. As noted above, the politics of the intellect are a form of personal politics, 

and do not demand the kind of group solidarity required to be defined as political in the 

Schmittean sense. In The Art of Being Ruled, Lewis writes, "The life of the intelligence is 

the very incarnation of freedom: where it is dogmatic and harsh it is impure; where it is 

too political it is impure," and he envisions a community of intellectuals as consisting 

ideally of "individuals possessing no concerted and lawless power, coming indifferently 

from all classes, and living simply among other people."23 The "politics of the intellect" 

are simply the means by which this ideal may be protected, and one way Lewis practiced 

this form of politics was by revealing and critiquing all those cultural forces that were 

potentially harmful to the intellect. 

In his designation of the intellectual community as a social group worthy of 

special attention and protection, Lewis found a kindred spirit in the French writer Julien 

Benda, author of The Treason of the Intellectuals (1927). Benda uses the term clerc 

rather than intellectual in order to invoke the idea of an intellectual clerisy, and defines 

the clercs as "all those whose activity essentially is not the pursuit of practical aims, all 

those who seek their joy in the practice of an art or a science or metaphysical speculation, 

in short in the possession of non-material advantages, and hence in a certain manner say: 

'My kingdom is not of this world.'"24 According to Benda, before the late-nineteenth 

century, the clercs constituted "another, essentially distinct humanity," and, like Lewis, 

he lamented the disintegration of this distinction.25 

"Ibid., 374. 
24Benda, The Treason of the Intellectuals, 43. 
25Ibid., 43. 
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Both Lewis and Benda strenuously objected to any committed participation of the 

intellectual in the world of partisan moralism or politics. Intellectuals, for example, who 

use their research as a means of justifying political theories or movements (from Marxist 

materialism to Maurrasian ultra-nationalism) would be, in Benda's language, committing 

intellectual treason. This is not to say, however, that Benda and Lewis thought that clercs 

should refrain from expressing political opinions. Ray Nichols, in his study of Benda's 

career, writes: 

Although he [Benda] had said that he valued the pure thinker most, he also had 

allowed that the clerc could be a moralist.... He could enter into intellectual 

action and still be faithful to that ideal, so long as those causes he defended were 

not realist. He could even err on occasion, by becoming involved with political 

passion, and not lose his title of true clerc, so long as he did not proceed to live 

his errors or to defend them as appropriate to his calling.26 

The same might be said of Lewis-who certainly did express political opinions-although 

Lewis's "politics of the intellect" are more radical than Benda's clerkly ethics in that 

Lewis places greater stress on the autonomy of the intellect. In an oft-quoted passage 

from "The Diabolical Principle" (1931), Lewis writes, "I advance the strange claim (as 

my private Bill of Rights) to act and to think non-politically in everything, in complete 

detachment from all the intolerant watchwords and formulas by which we are beset."27 

For both writers, the human intellect was something sacred; in life, it occupied a sphere 

of its own that had to be defended from attacks from the larger spheres of politics and 

26Nichols, Treason, Tradition, and the Intellectual, 121-22. 
27Lewis, "The Diabolical Principle," 38. 
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religion. Thus, the phenomenon of the kulturkampf constitutes a grave threat to the 

clerkly life because it demands political commitment, rather than political opinion. Those 

who fully participate in the kulturkampf reject the idea of a non-partisan perspective, for 

being cultural combatants, they see their enemies as, at best, the dupes of a false 

ideology. 

One way that Lewis engaged with the kulturkampf was through the literary 

representation of its participants. Central to Lewis's literary representations of the 

kulturkampf are those personalities, both fictional and non-fictional, who function as 

archetypes of either "action" or "reaction,"28 or as conflicted hybrids of both. Lewis 

always strives to reveal the political machinations that govern the behaviour of the 

figures he describes, but he generally refrains from judging according to moral criteria, a 

stance justified by his theory of "non-moral" satire.29 In a chapter of The Mysterious Mr. 

Bull (1938) entitled "Satire a Combat Between Opposite Forces," Lewis calls for a return 

to non-moral satire: "Satire is, as an historic form, the artistic battleground of the Good 

and the Bad. In its origins it was not moralist. The Christian made it that. It was the battle 

of Light and of Dark; or actually of White and of Black."30 Lewis's characters, whether 

they be the imaginary constructions of his fiction or the satirical portraits found in his 

criticism, tend to embody either the White or the Black, or a conflicted admixture of both 

extremes. 

28Anne Quema has described Lewis's method in this regard as a type of prosopopoeia. Quema, The 
Agon of Modernism, 67. 
29See Lewis, Men Without Art, 85-93 
30Lewis, The Mysterious Mr. Bull, 142. 
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Lewis himself did not identity with the orthodox partisans of either the White or 

the Black, but with the unorthodox thinkers who functioned as independent combatants. 

Two of the most important of these thinkers were P.J. Proudhon and Georges Sorel, both 

French socialists who adopted radically unorthodox approaches in their analyses of 

cultural conflict. Proudhon was known for his focus on irreconcilable social and 

economic contradictions and his "man of paradox" public persona.31 Sorel, who absorbed 

and developed many of Proudhon's ideas, made extensive use in his writing of what he 

called the "diremptive" method,32 which involves disassembling ideologies and sorting, 

comparing, and balancing their parts. Lewis's use of both Proudhon's analysis of 

contradiction and Sorel's diremptive method allowed him to insert himself into the 

kulturkampf as an uncommitted critic and provocateur, defying the norms of British 

political discourse, fueling controversy through the subtle use of intentional self-

misrepresentation, and reinforcing his position as a political outsider. 

Underneath Lewis's attempts to appear non-partisan, one can detect the outlines 

of a continually evolving, mixed ideology that at different times incorporates elements of 

anarchism, social democracy, fascism, and even political Catholicism. Although I 

attempt to trace the development of Lewis's unstable politics in this study, I do not seek 

to affix any permanent political labels; to do so would replicate a mistake that many of 

his critics have made. The search for the "real Lewis" and his core political doctrine 

always comes into conflict with the game of evasion that Lewis plays with his readers. 

His writings—even his most minor and polemical—are built of layers of rhetorical irony 

3,Qtd. in Woodcock, "A Personal Preface," xiii. 
"Sorel, Reflections on Violence, 259. 
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arranged in the manner of his vorticist paintings: the centre of the vortex is constantly 

receding, but nevertheless possesses a centripetal force.33 Lewis knew that all his 

writings, especially those of the 1930s, were subject to intense political scrutiny by both 

the Left and the Right, insofar as the ideological analysis of art was a particularly 

dominant form of criticism during much of his career. He reveled in taunting his 

audience, forcing them to stretch their powers of analysis to the breaking-point. Reed 

Way Dasenbrock captures this characteristic of Lewis's work in his afterword to The Art 

of Being Ruled (1926): "It is really remarkably difficult for most of the book to define 

Lewis's position on the issues he is discussing. He constantly judges the phenomena he 

discusses, but he does so from a shifting, mobile perspective."34 To affix a political label 

on Lewis requires that one ignore the profound implications of his "shifting, mobile 

perspective," and contradicts his explicitly stated political intentions. 

This is not to say that one should always take Lewis at face-value; in my analysis 

I attempt to strike a balance between adherence to Lewis's explicit statements of intent 

on one hand, and speculation as to his implicit, hidden, or sublimated motives, on the 

other. The authorial intentions that are suggested in his texts, of course, are not those of 

Lewis himself, but of the authorial persona, or, in some cases, the implied author of his 

"The idea that Lewis used contradiction as a means of evasion is recognized by a number of Lewis 
critics. For example, in describing the texts discussed in his study Near Miss: A Study of Wyndham 
Lewis (1909-1930), Antonio M. Feij6 states that "A capacity to entertain antinomies without 
striving to arrest them in any apparent synthesis makes these texts peculiarly unstable. The 
presence of so many insidious contradictions in Lewis's corpus is, in fact, a deliberately evasive 
procedure." Feij6,4. For a full-length study of Lewis's use of contradiction, see Philip Head's 
Engaging the Enemy: The Gentle Art of Contradiction in the Work of Wyndham Lewis (2001). 
Head, unfortunately, does not state his argument clearly, despite his extensive knowledge of 
Lewis's works, and never manages to create a convincing model of a Lewisian dialectic. Instead, 
he draws the reader through a maze of continental philosophy, much of which is only tangentially 
related to Lewis's thought. 
34Dasenbrock, Afterword, 436. 
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writings,35 who is nevertheless similar to the biographical Lewis in many respects. Lewis 

took pains to hide the details of his private life from public view and at the same time 

fostered a sometimes outlandish public image, to the extent that knowing his particular 

guise at any given period is crucial to understanding his writings from the period in 

question.36 Also, just as an authorial persona or implied author exists in Lewis's works, 

there exist implied readers (as has been noted by Andrzej Gqsiorek),37 who through 

reading Lewis are either provoked into partisan rage or led out of the kulturkampf, away 

from orthodoxy, and into a new realm of intellectual autonomy and freedom. Such 

implied readers are, of course, a construct developed by Lewis, and may or may not bear 

any relationship to the actual reading public of Lewis's time. 

As my approach to Lewis suggests, I believe that considerations of authorial 

intention are justified, not only in relation to Lewis, but in literary studies in general. 

Dasenbrock provides an extended analysis of the topic in Truth and Consequences: 

Intentions, Conventions, and the New Thematics (2001). In that work, which does not 

deal with Lewis, he criticizes the prevalence of conventionalism and anti-intentionalism 

in the literary criticism of the last few decades, offering instead a new intentionalist 

approach to the study of literature rooted in the analytic philosophy of Donald Davidson: 

35The term "implied author" is commonly associated with Wayne C. Booth's The Rhetoric of 
Fiction (1961). Describing the author of any literary work, Booth states that "As he writes, he 
creates not simply an ideal, impersonal 'man in general' but an implied version of'himself that is 
different from the implied authors we meet in other men's works.... However impersonal he may 
try to be, his reader will inevitably construct a picture of the official scribe who writes in this 
manner-and of course that official scribe will never be neutral toward all values. Our reactions to 
his various commitments, secret or overt, will help to determine our response to the work." Booth, 
The Rhetoric of Fiction, 70-71. The term "official scribe" is borrowed from Jessamyn West. 
36See "Mr. Wyndham Lewis: 'Personal-Appearance Artist'" in Lewis, Men Without Art, 95. 
37G^siorek, Wyndham Lewis and Modernism, 6. 
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Anyone wishing to recover a sense of the social power of literature or writing in 

general needs to be able to recover a sense of the human agents who act in society 

by means of that writing. The criticism that has attempted to recover the social 

nature of literature over the past generation has often been rendered ineffectual in 

that act of recovery because of its refusal to adopt an intentionalist understanding 

of the very human agents it attempted to understand. Only if we grant that texts 

are tethered to social context at their point of origin by authorial intentions can we 

escape the tendency to view texts in isolation from the social world. And 

discussion of action presupposes actors.38 

I will not enter into an extended examination of Dasenbrock's approach, but it is in the 

spirit of his appropriation of Davidson that I view the idea of intentionality in Lewis's 

work. A model of literary intention that positions Lewis as being in constant dialectical 

conflict with the cultural landscape of his time, and not merely its product, generates 

considerations of context and reception that allow for speculation regarding his 

ideological tendencies, but at the same time does not doom Lewis to being simply 

representative of a particular set of discourses. 

Misinterpretations of Lewis's authorial intentions and resistance to the idea of 

authorial intention itself are perhaps partly responsible for the wide variety of 

interpretations to which Lewis's work has been subject, especially in relation to Lewis's 

alleged fascism and anti-Semitism. One example of the outright dismissal of Lewis's 

38Dasenbrock, Truth and Consequences, 175. 
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explicitly stated intentions, resulting in a one-sided attack on his character, is an article 

by Geoffrey Wagner entitled "The Fascist Mentality-Wyndham Lewis," which appeared 

in a 1968 issue of The Wiener Library Bulletin, "An International Review published by 

The Wiener Library [a Holocaust memorial museum] in conjunction with the Anti-

Defamation League of B'nai Brith, New York." Wagner writes that "Lewis was a self-

contradictory figure and the most charitable summary of his many evasive statements 

about his own politics might be to regard them as techniques for concealment, similar to 

the 'masks' of Yeats or Pound."39 It would seem that this conspiratorial view of Lewis is 

the "most charitable" view possible only because Wagner has already presumed Lewis 

guilty of being a fascist. Wagner states, without providing clear evidence, that "Lewis's 

thought seems to have been Fascist from the start, almost one might say avant le jour."w 

Thus, Lewis's writings after the beginning of World War II, and specifically America, I 

Presume (1940) and The Vulgar Streak (1941), "reinforce the feeling that he was 

urgently rewriting himself and emphasize, in a way that is inevitably repellent, the 

ineffectualness and self-hatred of the creed he had so briefly espoused."41 Regarding 

Lewis's attitudes towards the Jews, Wagner boldly asserts that "in such cases Lewis gave 

up thinking. He was hating-as nearly all his work on Jewish aspiration shows, from that 

on Gertrude Stein to his random comments on Einstein."42 Despite Wagner's claims, one 

need only open Time and Western Man (1927) to see that Lewis's antagonism towards 

Stein is based upon the flaws in her work and not her race, and that it is popular 

39Wagner, "The Fascist Mentality," 35. 
40Ibid„ 36. 
41Ibid., 36. 
42Ibid„ 37. 
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interpretations of Einstein's thought, and not Einstein himself, or even the specifics of his 

thought, that Lewis critiques.43 In that same work, Lewis's "hate" is directed at a number 

of other, non-Jewish artists and thinkers as well, including his friends James Joyce and 

Ezra Pound, and even the literary figurehead of early-twentieth-century German 

nationalism, Oswald Spengler. Wagner also seems to forget that Lewis held some Jewish 

thinkers and artists, such as Julien Benda and sculptor Jacob Epstein, in very high regard. 

It is distressing to find Wagner, who wrote one of the most insightful, if flawed, early 

books on Lewis, conducting such a biased analysis in a publication with the potential to 

influence Jewish opinion throughout the world. Lewis may have harboured anti-Semitic 

ideas, but Wagner does not provide proof-he merely accuses. Unfortunately, the Wagner 

article is not unique, and the presentation of Lewis as an unambiguous fascist and anti-

Semite occurs often in Lewis criticism. Most notably, Fredric Jameson has explored what 

he considers to be the "proto-fascist" discourses permeating Lewis's work, and David 

Ayers claims that Lewis's work consistently displays a deeply rooted anti-Semitism.44 

These accusations, however, have been repudiated by Alan Munton and Paul Edwards, 

respectively.45 

Those critics who give weight to Lewis's explicitly stated intentions tend to view 

him as something more than a mere fascist, and place his works outside of the traditional 

43Lewis criticizes, in particular, the vulgarization of the theory of relativity by those such as 
Einstein's enthusiastic confidante, the writer Alexander Moszkowski. Lewis, Time and Western 
Man, 140-43. 
44See Jameson, Fables of Aggression, 15-16; and Ayers, 15. 
45Alan Munton's exposure of the flaws in Jameson's book can be found in Blast 3, published in 
1984. Munton, "Fredric Jameson," 345-51. Paul Edwards provides a severe criticism of Ayers's 
book in a Times Literary Supplement review from January 1, 1993. Edwards, "Self and Not-self," 
22. 
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bounds of fascist discourse. Alan Munton, in particular, has become a staunch defender 

of Lewis against accusations of fascism, and in his articles and reviews emphasizes the 

revolutionary tendencies in Lewis's thought, and particularly Lewis's interest in 

Proudhon.46 The repudiation of the idea of Lewis as a fascist is a prominent theme in all 

of Munton's writings, from his 1976 dissertation to his most recent publications, 

including a 2006 article entitled "Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to Hitler (and back): 

the Strange Political Journey of Wyndham Lewis," which he describes as "a contribution 

to the challenge to the orthodox view that Lewis's work was infiltrated at every level by 

right-wing ideas."47 In that article, he states that "Recent work by Paul Edwards and 

Andrzej G^siorek has altered the critical and political landscape [of Lewis criticism], 

substantially and permanently."48 The work he is referring to includes Edwards's 

Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer (2000) and G^siorek's Wyndham Lewis and 

Modernism (2004), both of which provide comprehensive overviews of Lewis's career 

and, in part, seek to counter the idea that Lewis was essentially a thinker of the Right. 

In the acerbic '"Imputing Noxiousness': Aggression and Mutilation in Recent 

Lewis Criticism," Munton claims that "Lewis criticism, like no other in the study of 

modernism, is the arena in which critics have found that they can act out their desires," 

and that Lewis has become11 the person about whom anything can be said."49 Munton's 

46For Munton's attack on alleged misinterpretations and misrepresentations of Lewis, see 
'"Imputing Noxiousness': Aggression and Mutilation in Recent Lewis Criticism" and "Fantasies 
of Violence: The Consequences of Not Reading Wyndham Lewis." For his evaluation of Lewis's 
politics, see "The Politics of Wyndham Lewis" and "Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to Hitler 
(and back): the Strange Political Journey of Wyndham Lewis." His most recent writing on the 
subject can be found in "Wyndham Lewis Our Contemporary," the introduction to Wyndham 
Lewis the Radical (2007). 
47Munton, "Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to Hitler (and back)," 28. 
48Ibid„ 28. 
49Munton, "'Imputing Noxiousness'," 5. 
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claim is an overstatement, as it is clear that in many cases the radical differences in 

interpretation that he identifies are more the result of an intentional elusiveness in 

Lewis's thought than symptoms of scholarly inadequacy or overt political bias on the part 

of Lewis scholars. While there is certainly a tendency among Lewis critics, most marked 

in the cases of Wagner, Jameson, and Ayers, to categorize Lewis as a thorough 

reactionary according to kulturkampf criteria, one wonders whether Munton might be 

playing the same game at times. Munton sees Lewis's politics as fluctuating between two 

extremes within leftist political philosophy, and claims that the "structural opposition 

between Marxian centralization and Proudhonian decentralization is the key to Lewis's 

politics."50 Thus, in Munton's view, Lewis's admiration for the British Union of Fascists, 

for example, is based upon his mistaken interpretation of fascism as being essentially 

Proudhonian. Munton explains that "[Lewis's] account of Fascism is itself a serious 

misrecognition, showing that Lewis had not yet understood that the forces at work in 

Germany and Italy-to which the British movement was an appendage-were intrinsically 

and necessarily large-scale, authoritarian and centralizing."51 For Munton, then, Lewis 

was essentially a leftist who was attracted to fascism because it seemed, from Lewis's 

presumably warped perspective, to espouse the particular left-wing political philosophy 

that he found most appealing. 

Munton's argument is strong-much stronger than Jameson's argument that Lewis 

was a proto-fascist-but it does not take into full account the complexity of rightist 

discourse in the period and why Lewis thought it worth exploring. Socialist ideas are not 

50Munton, "Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to Hitler (and back)," 29. 
51Ibid., 30. 
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exclusively the territory of the political left, and there exist both centralist and 

decentralist political philosophies of the right. In fact, the political philosophy of 

Proudhon is notable for having inspired movements on both sides of the political 

spectrum.52 Arguably, it is more productive to see Lewis as responding to his vision of 

what constituted the kulturkampf at any given time-period than it is to affix a label to his 

political tendencies; Lewis fluctuates between the Old and the New (and whatever 

political forms those categories might take), sometimes as a means of disrupting political 

orthodoxies, and sometimes as a means of simply inciting controversy. Lewis found 

Proudhon and Sorel interesting because they also wrote from outside the conventional 

political spectrum, the result being that it is difficult to determine whether they were 

revolutionaries or reactionaries. Regarding Sorel, Lewis himself writes in The Art of 

Being Ruled that "He is the arch exponent of extreme action and revolutionary violence a 

outrance; but he expounds this sanguinary doctrine in manuals that often, by the 

changing of a few words, would equally serve the forces of traditional authority, and 

provide them with a twin evangel of demented and intolerant class-war."53 Proudhon's 

thought is similar in its appeal to both traditionalists and revolutionaries, but for Lewis it 

is preferable to Sorel's because Proudhon seeks a creative balancing of opposites rather 

than apocalyptic class-war. Thus, it is perhaps because of their roots in Proudhon and 

Sorel that Lewis's ideas have proved to be equally attractive, or repulsive, to both the 

Left and the Right. One must ask whether it is for this reason, rather than because of a 

"For examples of Proudhon's contributions to the development of fascist ideology, see J. Salwyn 
Schapiro's "Pierre Joseph Proudhon, Harbinger of Fascism." 
"Lewis, The Art of Being Ruled, 119. 
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conspiracy among the majority of academics, that Lewis has become "the person about 

whom anything can be said." 

Munton seeks to make Lewis's work palatable to the academic left as something 

more than a specimen of literary fascism; my position is that Lewis's work was intended 

to be of value primarily to those who belong to neither the political right nor left, and that 

a politically partisan view of Lewis is always, to some extent, an incomplete view. For 

example, because of his unwillingness to see Lewis as anything other than a Proudhonian 

leftist, Munton is unable to place any value upon Lewis's polemics of the 1930s, an 

omission he can only justify by assuming that Lewis was psychologically detached from 

reality during the Hitler era. Munton writes that during the 1930s, "Lewis suffered a 

massive ignorance of political realities, and his politics were subjective; but at least he 

was not consciously working in the interests of the forces represented by fascism. He was 

a deluded apologist, and Hitler and Count Your Dead are stupid books, not evil ones."54 

Munton's evaluation amounts to an underestimation of Lewis's insight into the politics of 

the 1930s: Left Wings Over Europe, with its careful dissection of a vast array of 

newspaper reports describing the intricacies of European political diplomacy, provides 

ample proof that Lewis was acutely aware of the realities of European politics, and Hitler 

itself provides a detailed and informed portrait of a movement of which few people in 

England were more than casually aware. Because Munton sees fascism as essentially 

"racialist monopoly capitalism,"55 he is unable to appreciate that fascism in the 1920s and 

30s assumed many different forms before it gravitated towards the ideological behemoth 

'"Munton, "The Politics of Wyndham Lewis," 38. 
55Ibid„ 38. 
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of orthodox Nazism in the late 1930s, which was precisely the time that Lewis became a 

vocal critic of both Hitlerism and anti-Semitism. It would be more accurate, and more 

revealing, to say that Lewis's understanding of the complexities of fascist ideology 

caused him to underestimate the power of fascist idolatry, as manifested in the "Hitler-

Cult," as Lewis later called it in his 1939 book of that title. Lewis sought to look beneath 

what he saw as British anti-German propaganda, but did not consider the, for him, 

unlikely possibility that the propaganda might actually be accurate, and that the leftist 

view of fascism was perhaps right, even if for the wrong reasons. Only belatedly did he 

realize that the Nazis were exactly the kind of monsters they had been made out to be. 

As my overview of the debate regarding Lewis's politics suggests, the idea of 

"Wyndham Lewis the Radical" (which is the title of a 2007 book of Lewis criticism, 

edited by Carmelo Cunchillos Jaime) has recently supplanted the idea of "Wyndham 

Lewis the Reactionary" in modernist studies, but neither of these approaches does justice 

to Lewis's work. Lewis wrestled with the political spectrum in its entirety, in a 

continuous struggle that can be traced by examining his representations of the 

kulturkampf. Given that the debate over Lewis's political allegiances has not abated, and 

that the same rhetorical feuds have repeatedly arisen in relation to his work, I would 

suggest that any critic examining Lewis's politics must consider Lewis scholarship as 

another phase of his reception-history-one that will be necessarily influenced by politics 

as long as there remain strong ideological divisions in the academic community. In 

saying this, I do not mean to denigrate the vast amount of careful and indispensable work 

that has been done in Lewis studies. Important early works on Lewis include Roy 

Campbell's Wyndham Lewis (written in 1931 but not published until 1984), which 
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provides an enthusiastic overview of Lewis's writing up to 1931; Hugh Gordon Porteus's 

Wyndham Lewis: A Discursive Exposition (1932), which is a foundational text for 

investigations into Lewis's aesthetics; Hugh Kenner's Wyndham Lewis (1954), which 

synthesizes many aspects of Lewis's work into an idiosyncratic portrayal of Lewis as a 

key modernist thinker; Wagner's Wyndham Lewis: A Portrait of the Artist as the Enemy 

(1957), which is notable for the connections Wagner draws between Lewis's ideas and 

those of the French neo-classicists; and Sheila Watson's 1964 doctoral dissertation 

(supervised by Marshall McLuhan) Wyndham Lewis and Expressionism (published in 

2003), which is an innovative work in itself, eschewing linear argument for a 

McLuhanesque assemblage of short and often disconnected observations on Lewis's 

aesthetics. Jameson's Fables of Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist 

(1979), despite its flaws, revolutionized Lewis criticism by applying a battery of ideas 

drawn from critical theory to Lewis's work. Since then, interest in Lewis has grown 

rapidly, and important monographs on Lewis of the last twenty-five years (aside from the 

aforementioned works by Edwards and G^siorek) include Toby Avard Foshay's 

Wyndham Lewis and the Avant-Garde: The Politics of the Intellect (1992), which argues 

that Lewis practiced an essentially Nietzschean avant-gardism; Tom Normand's 

Wyndham Lewis the Artist: Holding the Mirror Up to Politics (1992), which examines 

the relationship between Lewis's painting and his politics; Daniel Schenker's Wyndham 

Lewis: Religion and Modernism (1992), which as its title suggests, examines some of the 

religious themes and ideas in Lewis's work; Vincent Sherry's Ezra Pound, Wyndham 

Lewis, and Radical Modernism (1993), which positions Lewis, along with Pound, as a 

champion of the visual over the auditory; Anne Quema's The Agon of Modernism: 
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Wyndham Lewis's Allegories, Aesthetics, and Politics (1999), which examines the 

allegorical dimensions of Lewis's work, using the language of psychoanalysis; and David 

A. Wragg's Wyndham Lewis and the Philosophy of Art in Early Modernist Britain: 

Creating a Political Aesthetic (2005), in which Lewis's thought is examined in relation 

to "enlightenment" discourse. Additionally, Philip Head, in Some Enemy Fight-Talk: 

Aspects of Wyndham Lewis on Art and Society (1999) and Engaging the Enemy: The 

Gentle Art of Contradiction in the Work of Wyndham Lewis (2001), has done a great deal 

to relate Lewis's thought to larger, continental philosophical debates. Many unpublished 

dissertations on Lewis also exist, and one that is particularly relevant to this study is 

Brian James Murray's "Awaiting the Apocalypse: The Later Novels and Short Stories of 

Percy Wyndham Lewis" (1980), which examines both Rotting Hill and The Human Age 

in detail and contains a chapter devoted to the influence of Catholicism on Lewis's later 

thought. 

The present study also has some direct precursors that must be mentioned. 

Although I disagree with some of Wagner's conclusions regarding Lewis's politics, I 

acknowledge the importance of his 1957 study. Even if his analysis is biased, Wagner is 

one of the few Lewis critics to have carefully examined Lewis's ties to French neo-

classicism, neo-Thomism, and other varieties of twentieth-century conservatism. I am 

also indebted to D.G. Bridson's The Filibuster: A Study of the Political Ideas of 

Wyndham Lewis (1972), which offers a comprehensive overview of Lewis's political 

writings and provides first-hand knowledge of the cultural contexts in which they were 

published. Although he perhaps tries too hard to make Lewis acceptable to the political 

left, he provides the most exhaustive analysis that exists of what Lewis actually said in 
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his political writings. Munton's work, which I have already drawn attention to, provided 

fresh insights into Lewis's politics that helped inspire me to undertake this project. 

Another precursor is SueEllen Campbell's The Enemy Opposite: The Outlaw Criticism of 

Wyndham Lewis (1988), which offers an in-depth examination of Lewis's "Enemy" 

persona, primarily in relation to Time and Western Man (1927). Campbell tends, 

however, simply to catalogue specific examples of Lewis's enemy rhetoric, and talks 

only vaguely about the ultimate purpose of Lewis's use of contradiction, which 

is-importantly-to create a politico-cultural protective zone for the artist-intellectual. One 

of her central theses is that "In each of Lewis's major statements of belief we can also see 

traces of the opposite belief—in what adds up to a pervasive structure of half-hidden self-

criticism, a kind of self-deconstruction."56 Although this is a valid interpretation, it is 

more accurate to say that these oppositions represent an internalization of kulturkampf 

dialectic;57 what appears as "self-deconstruction" is actually a form of self-development 

and balancing of the personality, achieved through the mental ingestion and 

reconstitution of the intellectual violence of the kulturkampf 

My analysis in this study is essentially chronological and focuses on Lewis's 

criticism as well as a selection of his fiction. Chapter one addresses the two works that 

"Campbell, The Enemy Opposite, xv. 
"It is also misleading to align Lewis with any sort of proto-deconstructionism, which Campbell 
does explicitly, stating, "beneath my own arguments are the tools of structuralist and post-
structuralist analysis; these are useful largely because Lewis is also himself a structuralist and a 
deconstructive critic." Campbell, The Enemy Opposite, xv. While Lewis's cultural analysis 
certainly involved the delineation of contradictions, Jacques Derrida's deconstructionism is rooted 
in a philosophical and linguistic tradition that would have been largely alien to Lewis. Philip Head 
examines the idea of Lewis-as-deconstructionist in "From Diremption to Deconstruction" in Some 
Enemy Fight-Talk: Aspects of Wyndham Lewis on Art and Society, and comes to the conclusion 
that Lewis's use of a mix of Sorelian diremption and Nietzchean criticism is distinct from, and 
ultimately only loosely related to, deconstructionism. Head, "From Diremption to 
Deconstruction," 153-158. 
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define both Lewis's vision of the kulturkampf and his "politics of the intellect": The Lion 

and the Fox (1927) and The Art of Being Ruled (1926). In chapter two I analyze the 

rhetorical techniques Lewis used to engage with the kulturkampf focusing on his battle 

with the journal transition and his second work on the "age-war," The Old Gang and the 

New Gang (1932), in which his evangelical aspirations are most apparent. Chapter three 

examines Lewis's allegedly pro-fascist polemical writings-Hitler (1931), Left Wings 

Over Europe (1936), and Count Your Dead: They are Alive! (1937)-arguing that they 

were meant to transform and rejuvenate British Toryism and explode the false 

kulturkampf of the Old versus the New in 1930s England. The subject of chapter four is 

Lewis's post-World War II criticism and the resurgence of the kulturkampf model in the 

stories of Rotting Hill (1951). I draw close attention to Lewis's "friend-of-all" authorial 

persona in Rotting Hill and his renewed interest in both conservatism and the British 

national consciousness after the unabashed cosmopolitan utopianism of America and 

Cosmic Man (1949). Chapter five addresses Lewis's radical change of perspective in the 

last books of the Human Age tetralogy, in which the "Black" versus "White" dichotomy 

of the kulturkampf is transformed into the Christian dichotomy of Heaven versus Hell or 

Good versus Evil, and through which Lewis implicitly declares the failure of the "politics 

of the intellect." In the later Human Age novels, I argue, a shift occurs in the tone and 

purpose of Lewis's writing from political evangelism to religious evangelism, which is 

reflected in a gradual shift between the genres of political satire and religious apocalypse. 

My selection of texts may seem unusual or idiosyncratic, especially given that I 

do not examine The Revenge for Love (1937), Lewis's most famous novel, which 

typically figures prominently in any study of his politics. My reason for this is that I am 
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seeking to provide not just a study of Lewis's politics, but a study of how he incorporated 

the political landscape of his time-and particularly what I have referred to as the 

kulturkampf-wiihm his authorial persona. In other words, in the works I have chosen, 

Lewis's authorial persona itself becomes the site of an internalized representation of the 

kulturkampf-a phenomenon that is less apparent in those works, like The Revenge for 

Love, in which the characteristics of the authorial persona are difficult to discern. The 

two fictional works that I examine are ones in which the Lewisian authorial persona is 

readily apparent: many of the stories in Rotting Hill are autobiographical and feature 

Lewis himself as a first-person narrator, and James Pullman, in The Human Age, 

represents the Lewisian clerc, if not Lewis himself. Self Condemned (1954), Lewis's 

grueling semi-autobiographical novel describing the experience of an European 

intellectual in North American exile, does fit this mold, but does not deal extensively 

with politics, and thus I have excluded it from this study. Lewis's early years and 

vorticist period are not covered simply because at that time, Lewis was more of a 

participant in the kulturkampf than an observer of it.58 

The general purpose of this study is to define the shifting parameters of the 

kulturkampf that Lewis describes and to analyze the interaction of Lewis's authorial 

58Tyrus Miller, in a 2005 essay entitled "No Man's Land: Wyndham Lewis and Cultural 
Revolution," provides an analysis of Lewis's early years of artistic activity that is relevant to this 
study. He remarks that "Over the crucial years between about 1915 and 1925, which coincide with 
the most intensive period of cultural revolutionary thought in both Central and Eastern Europe, 
Wyndham Lewis was the figure in Britain in closest proximity to a cultural revolutionary position. 
It is also, therefore, not accidental that when his position begins to change under the pressure of 
circumstances and intensive critical reflection in the early 1920s, Lewis, more than any of his 
contemporaries, also becomes an explicit, articulate critic of the conceptual framework of cultural 
revolution. Yet Lewis, as a critic of cultural revolution, continues to occupy the cultural 
revolutionary position negatively from within, exploring its parameters, limitations, and 
implications, and turning it into his own instrument of struggle against a liberal culture that he 
remained convinced was justifiably disappearing." Miller, "No Man's Land," 13. 
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persona (hereafter referred to simply as "Lewis," unless otherwise specified) with this 

politico-cultural landscape. Although I suggest that Lewis's tendency towards reaction 

stems not only from rhetorical strategy but in some cases from a genuine sympathy, I do 

not wish, as I have already stated, to affix another political label on Lewis. The first 

principle of the art of reading Lewis is to refrain from assigning Lewis a position within 

the kulturkampf, and to recognize that he was essentially a chronic outsider, equally 

fascinated and repelled by the twentieth-century kulturkampf—by both its apostles of 

action and its prophets of decline. 
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Chapter One 

Riddles of the Sphinx: The Diremption of the Kulturkampf in The Lion and the Fox and 

The Art of Being Ruled 

The story of Lewis's estrangement from, and subsequent engagement with, the 

kulturkampf begins after his vorticist period of avant-garde agitation, which lasted from 

approximately 1914 (with the publication of BLAST) to 1919 (with the publication of The 

Caliph's Design). After developing an abhorrence towards violence while serving in the 

Great War,1 Lewis spent the first half of the 1920s living in reclusive near-isolation, 

reading, writing, and reevaluating his ideas in light of the new cultural environment 

emerging in post-war Europe.2 By 1925 he had completed much of what was intended to 

be his literary magnum opus, prospectively entitled The Man of the World? Instead, 

however, of publishing in a single volume what would have been, according to the 

calculations of Paul O'Keefe, over 800 pages of text,4 Lewis decided to publish its 

sections as separate books. It is in the first two books from this group, The Art of Being 

Ruled (1926) and The Lion and the Fox (1927), that Lewis discusses most elaborately his 

ideas regarding the nature of the political and the kulturkampf. Both contain an implicit 

warning to other artist-intellectuals regarding the seductive power of the political, and 

describe a rhetorical and analytical framework through which Lewis is able to engage 

with the politics of the kulturkampf without compromising his artistic and intellectual 

independence-a framework that functions as the foundation of much of his later work. 

'See, for example, Rude Assignment, 70-71, 148. 
2For information on Lewis's mysterious 1919-1925 period, see Meyers, The Enemy, 102-130. 
3Ibid., 105. 
40'Keeffe, Some Sort of Genius, 259. 
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In The Lion and the Fox, Lewis does not merely offer a new interpretation of 

Shakespeare's tragedies, but constructs a model of his ideal author. This ideal author is 

the detached artist-intellectual who observes the cultural conflicts of his time period from 

a non-partisan perspective, but who nevertheless enters into political dialogue from this 

privileged viewpoint. Lewis's vision of the artist-intellectual corresponds in many 

respects to Julien Benda's clerc, who is a thinker with a strong aversion to the political 

power-matrix, but the Lewisian clerc-as represented by Shakespeare-is intensely 

individualistic, almost to the point of being solipsistic or nihilistic. He strives for a 

comprehensive view of the cultural whole, taking account of all cultural 

contradictions-and while this striving may appear to stem from a doctrine of objective 

"impersonality," it reveals upon closer inspection a form of individualism that 

corresponds with his outsider status. By mentally ingesting and then reconstituting the 

"not-self," or the universe outside the self, the Lewisian clerc positions himself as a 

unique creative force, and as the enemy of society at large. 

In The Art of Being Ruled, Lewis attempts to emulate the model of the artist-

intellectual developed in The Lion and the Fox. Like Shakespeare acting as a "mirror" 

upon which cultural conflict is reflected, Lewis conducts his political analyses by 

describing in detail the various cultural battles of his time-period. He then dissects these 

kulturkampfen by subjecting them to a process of Sorelian "diremption,"5 his goal being 

to subdue the warring factions by disrupting the friend/enemy divisions that divide them, 

and bring them into a state of Proudhonian "political equilibrium."6 In addition, he 

5The term diremption is cited and defined later in this chapter. 
6The idea of "political equilibrium" is cited and defined later in this chapter. 
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simultaneously performs an act of rhetorical sleight-of-hand designed to frustrate both 

ideologically-driven critics and political partisans looking for literary support. When 

analyzing a particular socio-political "war" or friend/enemy division (to use the 

terminology of Carl Schmitt), Lewis criticizes one of the warring factions, knowing that 

in positioning himself as the enemy of one he will appear to be the friend of the other; 

then, in order to avoid accusations of partisanship, he criticizes the other faction, and this 

pattern continues, with Lewis playing role of enemy-of-all. 

The Lion and the Fox, subtitled The role of the hero in the plays of Shakespeare, 

is ostensibly a study of the influence of Machiavellian thought on Shakespeare's 

tragedies, but in Rude Assignment, Lewis describes the work, which was written before 

The Art of Being Ruled but not published until 1927, as his "first political book."7 It has 

certainly been read as a political book by critics and scholars, but interpretations of its 

political message vary widely and often overlook the function it was meant to have in the 

context of Lewis's oeuvre* Through his reading of Shakespeare, Lewis provides a 

Lewis, Rude Assignment, 174. 
8Some of the contemporary reviews of The Lion and the Fox express admiration along with a 
certain bewilderment regarding Lewis's intentions, such as R.P. Blackmur's review of the book in 
a 1927 issue of The Hound & Horn. Blackmur captures the essence of Lewis's confusing but 
invigorating method of argument: "Mr. Lewis is a random writer, a disorderly, almost at times a 
dishevelled writer. There are two or three or many orders of thinking attempting simultaneous 
expression; and each 'order' subdivides itself many times. The issue is scandalous; ideas seize 
Lewis, and his reader, by the throat; one feels physically enlightened, and sometimes muscularly 
damaged. Mr. Lewis' essays are violent notebooks for masterpieces." Blackmur, 43. 

The "disorderly" writing style that Blackmur identifies in The Lion and the Fox has 
allowed some critics to misinterpret or misrepresent Lewis's arguments-sometimes radically. 
Sharon Stockton, for instance, in "Aesthetics, Politics, and the Staging of the World: Wyndham 
Lewis and the Renaissance," sees in Lewis's evaluation of Shakespeare in The Lion and the Fox 
an implicit support of Hitlerism and genocide avant la lettre\ "Lewis's reconstructions of the 
Renaissance and of Shakespeare in particular ... open directly onto the means by which Lewis 
feels justified in celebrating in 1931 Adolph Hitler's rise to power. For Lewis, the conflation of 
one type of rhetoric with another allows him to think that genocide, in effect, is on the same 
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conceptual framework through which his own future work may be read. Shakespeare 

emerges as the epitome of the artist-intellectual or Lewisian clerc, and every general 

observation that Lewis makes regarding Shakespeare applies equally well to the authorial 

persona or implied author of most of Lewis's subsequent writings. 

The title of The Lion and the Fox refers to the two personality-types that Niccolo 

Machiavelli famously advised the perfect ruler to imitate.9 The lion, in the Machiavellian 

scheme, represents virtue, bravery, and ferocity, while the fox represents practicality, 

self-interest, and craftiness. For Lewis, this lion/fox dichotomy is a reflection of the 

culture of the English Renaissance, which was characterized by a fundamental divide 

between an old medieval worldview and an emerging modern worldview. The 

deterioration of the medieval worldview facilitated the vulgarization, legitimization, and 

systematization of the qualities of the fox in the cultural archetype of the "man of the 

world" or "[the] man who is himself small and weak, but who has acquired, who lives in 

the midst of, a powerful defensive machinery."10 Lewis suggests that the representation 

ontological plane with dramatic tragedy." Stockton, 510. It is difficult to imagine how Lewis could 
have foreseen the Holocaust from the 1931 vantage point of Hitler, let alone from the mid-1920s 
vantage point of The Lion and the Fox, or to believe that he retrospectively justified the murder of 
millions through a particular reading of Shakespeare. For an even-handed discussion of The Lion 
and the Fox, see Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, 293-98. 
9Lewis argues that the Machiavellian metaphor of the Lion and the Fox was a dominant trope in 
English culture during Shakespeare's time, although he only offers one example, taken from 
Thomas Nashe's The Unfortunate Traveller (1594), which also appears as an epigraph to the book. 
Lewis, The Lion and the Fox, 67-68. The quotation is as follows: "Want cannot be withstood; men 
can do no more than they can do. What remained then but the fox's case must help when the lion's 
skin is out at the elbows." Nashe, The Unfortunate Traveller, 255. Nashe's phrase, "the fox's 
case," became the title of a 1925 article by Lewis that was later incorporated into The Lion and the 
Fox. 
10Lewis, The Lion and the Fox, 187. 
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of this cultural divide, in all its manifestations, is the "master-subject" of Shakespeare's 

work:11 

This [master subject] was ... immediately and historically, the reflection of the 

struggle between chivalry, "celtism," christian mysticism, on the one hand, and 

the "scientific spirit" of the renaissance mind and of the modern world on the 

other. It was the struggle that gave such force and point to the work of Cervantes 

and Rabelais. And Shakespeare was more positivist than Cervantes, and less so I 

think than Rabelais: his was a mean position, but into this mean he gathered the 

excesses of his time as well. That is why with all his measure he had so much 

force.12 

This type of historical shift or "struggle" is what Lewis refers to in this and other works 

as a "period of transition," a term he borrows from Pasquale Villari's Life and Times of 

Niccold Machiavelli (1877-82).13 In his chapter on "Periods of Transition" in The Lion 

and the Fox, Lewis paraphrases Villari's portrayal of the culture of the Renaissance: 

The abrupt translation of an entire society from one set of values to another, from 

the values of the feudal commune to the more generous and elastic conditions of 

the modern state, from a mystical view of the world to a 'realistic one,' is 

responsible for all the monsters and angels produced by the renaissance. A sphinx, 

from one point of view, was the result of this release of vitality in all directions.14 

llIbid., 11. 
l2Ibid., 201. 
13Ibid„ 84. 
14Ibid„ 84. 
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This sphinx is the renaissance personality who is able to appreciate equally the rarified 

products of the human intellect and the brutal mechanics of the power-politics of self-

interest.15 As an artist situated between two cultural extremes, Shakespeare, Lewis 

implies, was a "sphinx" of sorts, with a mind expansive enough to encompass fully such 

extreme cultural contradictions. Unlike the sphinxes that Villari describes (who are 

capable of great moral and aesthetic sensitivity, but also betrayal, treason and murder),16 

Shakespeare was interested only in expressing these contradictions in his art. Being a true 

artist, he was inherently unworldly and opposed to the world of "action." As Lewis 

states, "This incomparable observer of the life around him 'had his opinions' of what he 

saw, although he had no gesture of rebellion against individual phases of it, but 

innumerable gestures against life itself. And, if against life itself, then against action 

itself."17 In other words, in order to examine and understand life, he had to remove 

himself from the world of action; to see life from the outside, and to avoid becoming 

trapped by its demands for action, he had to become its enemy. 

Lewis stresses that although Shakespeare in some ways functioned as a "mirror" 

in which social conflict was reflected (as is the opinion of those who see Shakespeare as 

an "impersonal" poet),18 he also participated indirectly in this conflict, "had his 

opinions," and thus offered a comprehensive but also idiosyncratic vision of his time. His 

non-partisan stance did not preclude, and perhaps even necessitated, the expression of 

political preferences of a fluctuating and elusive, but no less significant, kind: 

15Ibid., 84-85. 
16Ibid„ 84. 
17Ibid., 160. 
18Ibid., 16-20. 
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The mirror is held up to nature, and there are two fighting forms reflected 

there—mazdean, moral or not-moral; at all events, a dark and a light, a black and 

a white.... 

To be a "mirror" at all, it could be pointed out, is ethically dubious. It could be 

shown that any mirror that was really a mirror, and which told the truth, would 

have been smashed long ago. And then it could be suggested that this particular 

mirror was a very lively one, giving a very purged, not to say peculiar, view of 

the hegelian "contest" in progress. But in these pages it will be contended that 

Shakespeare entered furiously into the contest of the two halves of which he was 

composed. He was alternately as black as night and as white as snow, or both at 

the same time. The perfection and equilibrium of his mind is the proof of the 

beautiful matching of the opposing forces.19 

Thus, the Shakespearean mirror-if it can be called that-sorts out the data it reflects into a 

dualistic "mazdean" (Zoroastrian) model, although Shakespeare himself possessed 

characteristics of both the "black" and the "white." He was impersonal in the sense that 

he was detached from the world of action, but personal in the manner in which he 

conveyed this world in his plays. Rather than acting as a political partisan, he was able to 

bring about a "beautiful matching of the opposing forces" due to the "perfection and 

equilibrium of his mind." To use Schmitt's terminology, Shakespeare divided the 

characters in his plays into distinct friend/enemy units consisting largely of lions and 

foxes, and although he sometimes expressed a preference for one over the other, he was 

19Ibid., 23-4. 
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ultimately incapable of political friendship. Lewis proposes the following answer to the 

fundamental question raised by Shakespeare's politics: 

If the question were put categorically in this form: "On whose side was 

Shakespeare in the conflict that played such an important part in his work, 

between the simple man and the Machiavel?" it could not, of course, be 

answered: or we should have to answer, if at all: "On neither side." For it would 

not be natural for Shakespeare to intervene in the eternal dispute of good and evil, 

or in the battles of the animal kingdom, where the foxes and lions perpetually 

manoevre. It is impossible to make a fox-hunter of him: and he showed no 

tendency to wish to be a lion. So the answer would have to be complex, as is the 

phenomenon we are handling.20 

What enabled Shakespeare to keep his artistic self removed from social and 

political conflict, Lewis suggests, was his aforementioned estrangement from the world. 

Lewis goes as far as to identify Shakespeare's underlying attitude as something 

approaching "nihilism,"21 but what he actually describes is more specifically a form of 

Schopenhauerian pessimism: a retreat from life, action, and the exercise of the will in 

favour of a largely aesthetic mode of observation.22 Thus, as Lewis sees them, 

Shakespeare's political "preferences" are not political or moral at root, but rather 

aesthetic: "As the order of beauty is not an inferior thing to the moral order, so the fact 

that Shakespeare's goodness is aesthetic virtue, and not the emotion of the moralist, does 

20Ibid., 178. 
2'ibid., 177-180. 
22 See, for example, the aphorisms of Arthur Schopenhauer in "On Aesthetics," from Essays and 
Aphorisms. 
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not make it less pure or valuable."23 A moralist must, to some extent, defend an absolute, 

while the artist-intellectual can conceptualize a conflict of absolutes as an aesthetic 

whole-a battle of warring abstractions that need not necessarily be resolved into a new 

synthesis. 

The rhetorical gymnastics that Lewis employs in order to make Shakespeare 

appear simultaneously personal and impersonal reveal not confusion, but the subtlety of 

Lewis's conception of the role of the artist-intellectual-a conception that evolved 

throughout his career. The idea of the conflict between the artist-intellectual and the 

external world is already present in Lewis's 1914 drama Enemy of the Stars, and is 

developed in the 1925 essay "Physics of the Not-Self," which Lewis refers to as a 

"metaphysical commentary upon the ideas suggested by the action of Enemy of the Stars" 

in which the drama is described as representing a conflict between "self' and "not-self."24 

The exact meaning of the self/not-self distinction has been the subject of some debate in 

Lewis criticism, but it may be safely defined as the distinction between the subjective ego 

and the objective, external world, the latter of which includes the realm of absolute 

values.25 

23 Lewis, The Lion and the Fox, 211. 
24Lewis, "Physics of the Not-Self," 195. The self/not-self distinction is discussed on pages 196-
198 of the essay. 
25Lewis appears to have derived this idea from a variety of sources, including the writings of 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Max Stirner, and F.H. Bradley. Fichte's conception of self and not-self 
appears in The Lion and the Fox, in what appears to be a quotation from J.J. Bertrand. Lewis, The 
Lion and the Fox, 216. Stirner's distinction between the unique one and all that is not the unique 
one seems to prefigure Lewis's conception of the self/not-self distinction. Bradley, who is cited 
extensively in Time and Western Man, makes frequent use of the self/not-self distinction in 
Appearance and Reality: A Metaphysical Essay (1893). Bradley, Appearance and Reality, 77-82, 
et al. Reed Way Dasenbrock, in "The Metaphysics of the Not-Self: Lewis's Explorations in 
Buddhism," argues that Lewis derived the self/not-self distinction from Buddhist philosophy. 
James Selby, in "The Physics of the Not-Self: Lewis and the Vedanta," argues that it is derived 
from Indian Vedanta spiritualism. Most likely, it is a composite drawn from a variety of sources. 
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In "Physics of the Not-Self," Lewis asserts that all people enter into communion 

with "truth" or the not-self, "the first stage of which is ingestion," but that few people are 

able to process and reconstitute the data thus obtained.26 These select few are the true 

artist-intellectuals (of whom, in Lewis's opinion, Shakespeare was surely one) who 

alienate themselves from society by subjecting the not-self to critical examination. 

Through this process of critical examination, the not-self becomes internalized and fuses 

with the intellect, and thus finds a new home within the self of the artist-intellectual. The 

ordinary person strives to become a part of the not-self, while the artist-intellectual seeks 

to make the not-self a part of his self; others are incorporated, but he incorporates. In this 

act of resisting incorporation, however, he becomes viewed by society as a dangerous 

free radical: 

The man who has formed the habit of consulting and adhering to the principle of 

the not-self participates, it is true, in the life of others outside himself far more 

than does the contrary type of man, he who refrains from making any use at all of 

this speculative organ [of the intellect]. But he is not, for that reason, more like 

other people. He is less like them. For is he not one in a great many thousand? ... 

[The intellect] is regarded as a breaker-down of walls, a dissolvent of nations, 

factions, and protective freemasonries, a radio-active something in the midst of 

more conservative aggregations, as naturally it is. It is an enemy principle.27 

Within the context of The Lion and the Fox, it may be said that Shakespeare as an artist-

intellectual is able to ingest and internalize the not-self, and then recreate the not-self in 

26Lewis, "Physics of the Not-Self," 197. 
27Ibid., 197-98. 
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his own image, projecting an idiosyncratically distorted replica of objectivity. That this 

process is different from the simple "reporting" of events is a crucial distinction to make; 

as I have already noted, Shakespeare was not, according to Lewis, just a "mirror." The 

act of mental ingestion is an act of understanding that assimilates and transforms data 

received from the external world; the self acts as a filter, and the indexical imprint of the 

self that emerges in a work of art reflects the artist's unique way of seeing the world. 

Paul Edwards sees a contradiction in Lewis's argument regarding Shakespeare's 

authorial stance, in that although Lewis portrays Shakespeare as possessing a clearly 

defined artistic personality removed from its time-period, he also suggests that this 

personality is determined by a specific historical context: 

the 'personality' in [Lewis's] argument can only be a transcendent noumenon 

expressing characteristics that must be described through their non-personal 

(primarily, in The Lion and the Fox, historical) origins. Shakespeare's 

'personality' becomes a site where certain historical and cultural forces meet and 

wage their battle. However much Lewis wishes to insist on a prior 'personality,' 

his analysis effectively deconstructs it and converts it, as neatly as any post-

Marxist critic could desire, into historical process.28 

This is an important observation, but there is a twist in Lewis's argument that Edwards 

overlooks. The Lewisian clerc (in this case, Shakespeare) is shaped by his historical 

context in the same way that the self is shaped by its relation to the not-self. The self is 

revealed through the manner in which it processes and reconstructs the data it receives 

28 Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, 296. 
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from the not-self. It is tangible only to the extent that it engages with the not-self, but it 

does not originate in the not-self. The self wrestles with that which tries to determine it 

(the not-self), just as Arghol wrestles with Hanp in Enemy of the Stars, and must remain 

in this state of conflict and contradiction in order to exist. Shakespeare absorbed as much 

of the not-self as his unusually vast self would allow, but, in creating his tragedies, he 

performed the equally herculean task of impressing his personality upon the data thus 

received. His attention to the "historical and cultural forces" of his time and his 

internalization of them made him more of a "personality" than he would have been 

otherwise, for as Lewis makes clear in "Physics of the Not-Self," the more one absorbs 

and incorporates the data received from the not-self, the more one must resist being 

incorporated. The unincorporated but culturally aware artist-intellectual thus becomes 

increasingly a unique individual, a "personality," and ultimately an enemy. 

Lewis's unusual model of Shakespeare's creative dynamic is what makes The 

Lion and the Fox important in Shakespearean criticism as a whole, as Edwards 

acknowledges.29 Lewis sees Shakespeare's 'impersonalism' as a mask and does not 

claim, as some Shakespeare critics have, that he was only a mirror, or that he was an 

artistic force of nature: 

There are only different ways of being personal; and one of them is that admired 

method of insinuation whereby a particularly compendious pretended reality 

enables its creator to express himself as though he were nature, or a god. But it is 

29Ibid., 297. 
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never as nature, or as the god responsible for this world, that a great creative artist 

speaks; nor does he ever identify himself with this other actuality.30 

This statement is awkwardly worded; what Lewis says is that although the great artist 

does not attempt to convince himself that he is speaking as nature, he may allow his 

audience to be fooled by his veneer of impersonality. Lewis continues, noting that "The 

'impersonal' fallacy appears in the light of a genial bluff; it is a similar device to that 

whereby a man hunting a seal will cover himself with the skin of a dead seal, and, 

disguised in that way, stalk his prey."31 Such feigned impersonality, Lewis suggests, was 

used by Shakespeare out of necessity, given that his art was a criticism of the world of 

action. As Lewis explains, "it is impossible to be both a poet and a man of action, to be 

Homer and Hector, or Shakespeare and Caesar;... it is natural, we should also say, or 

even necessary, that the poet should be 'impersonal.' For he has to fit into the lives of his 

subjects and not they into his."32 The true Shakespeare, Lewis claims, can only be found 

by looking underneath the mask of impersonalism, for "In spite of the placid and 'gentle' 

surface of this mirror of a man, we know the storms that raged beneath it; and we know 

that he must, personally, have suffered as much from the world around him as any of his 

heroes."33 Shakespeare seems to be impersonal, yet his opinions regarding the actions of 

his characters can be deciphered (which Lewis attempts to do at points), thus revealing 

his personality, or at least the personality of the implied author of his works.34 

30Lewis, The Lion and the Fox, 286. 
3'ibid., 286. 
32Ibid„ 288. 
33Ibid., 289. 
34See, for example, pages 238-39, in which Lewis detects an anti-aristocratic (and proto-anti-
Nietzschean) bias in Shakespeare, based on a seemingly offhand comment made by Valeria in 
regards to Coriolanus in Coriolanus. 
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Whether Lewis's interpretation of Shakespeare's impersonalism is truly a novel 

observation within the context of Shakespearean criticism is debatable, but its 

implications within the context of Lewis's work are far-reaching. In many of Lewis's 

works, his authorial stance involves a contradiction: he appears to maintain an attitude of 

cold indifference towards his subject matter, and to position himself outside the world of 

action, while at the same time engaging in polemical discourse that displays a raw, 

almost visceral energy. This contradiction is resolved, however, when one considers 

Lewis's self/not-self model in relation to his analysis of Shakespeare. Lewis does not 

simply stand outside the kulturkampf, he ingests it in its totality. Only after such 

ingestion is completed can he fully engage with the kulturkampf-tQax it apart or dirempt 

it-without losing his outsider status. His initial act of sorting cultural conflict into a great 

dichotomy is his means of making it tangible as a whole, so that it can be fully ingested. 

It is likely that Lewis's conception of Shakespeare's (and his own) creative 

process was derived in part from one of Lewis's early philosophical influences: Max 

Stirner.35 Stirner was a student, and opponent, of Hegelian thought who offered a 

philosophical justification for radical egoism in his only major work, The Ego and its 

Own (1844). He proposed that the dawning phase in the development of human 

consciousness-the era of the egoist-demands that the ego free itself from all constraining 

value-structures, and particularly those of Christianity and humanism. In Stirner's 

opinion, the individual ego-not merely "an ego along with other egos, but the sole ego" 

35The Ego and its Own (along with an apparition of Stirner himself) appears in Lewis's Enemy of 
the Stars (1914). The appearance of Stirner in the play has been addressed, to a limited extent, in 
Lewis criticism. See, for example, Foshay, Wyndham Lewis and the Avant-Garde, 31-32, and 
Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, 157-159. 
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or "the unique one,"36 as Stirner puts it-debases itself and loses its uniqueness when it 

submits to any sort of'"fixed idea'."37 It should rather consider all that it finds in the 

outside world as its potential property, or the property of "the unique one," to be used and 

disposed of at its will. Stirner, speaking from the perspective of the egoist, proclaims, 

"Where the world comes in my way-and it comes in my way everywhere-I consume it to 

quiet the hunger of my egoism. For me you are nothing but-my food, even as I too am 

fed upon and turned to use by you."38 The other is something to be eaten, incorporated, 

and used by the ego, for its own special purposes. Hegel, in his conceptualization of the 

distinction between self and other, turns the self into an abstract, universal idea, but 

Stirner speaks only for one self: his own. Criticizing the Hegelian view of the mind, 

Stirner remarks, "'Absolute thinking' is that which forgets that it is my thinking, that / 

think, and that it exists only through me. But I, as I, swallow up again what is mine, am 

its master; it is only my opinion, which I can at any moment change, annihilate, take 

back into myself, and consume."39 Again, Stirner uses a food metaphor to describe the 

consumption and incorporation of the world (or in Lewis's terms, the not-self) by the 

unique ego. 

For Lewis, as his study of Shakespeare shows, the ego of the artist-intellectual 

functions in the same way. It is not a slave to the absolutist moral stances of the 

kulturkampf, but rather envelops and consumes these orthodoxies-making them its 

own-and twists and rearranges them in order to create a new, provisional politics that 

36Stirner, The Ego and its Own, 319. 
37Ibid., 43. 
38Ibid., 263. 
39Ibid„ 300. 
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reflects its own uniqueness and independence. Shakespeare, it is implied, was aware of 

the uniqueness of his own ego, and of the dangers posed to it by the outside world. 

Stirner's egoism, despite its focus on the self, has political implications which are 

relevant to both The Lion and the Fox and to Lewis's later work. In a particularly 

pertinent remark in The Ego and its Own, Stirner describes a politics of the egoists (or 

"the own") that might have influenced Lewis's view of Shakespeare's "opinions" 

regarding the world of action, as well as the development of Lewis's own political 

strategies: 

Are the own or unique perchance a party? How could they be own if they were 

such as belonged to a party? 

Or is one to hold with no party? In the very act of joining them and entering 

their circle one forms a union with them that lasts as long as party and I pursue 

one and the same goal. But today I still share the party's tendency, as by 

tomorrow I can do so no longer and I become 'untrue' to it. The party has nothing 

binding (obligatory) for me, and I do not have respect for it; if it no longer pleases 

me, I become its foe.40 

Stirner here expresses both an unwillingness to form a lasting union with any kind of 

party, and a willingness to use parties to his own advantage. Because he is the sovereign 

"unique one," he is free to abandon his political commitments as soon as they threaten 

his uniqueness. Lewis does not portray Shakespeare as a pure Stirnerean egoist, although 

his description of Shakespeare's "nihilism" and his fluctuations between involvement 

40Ibid., 211. 
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with and detachment from life point in that direction. Lewis himself, however, especially 

in his later Enemy phase, displays elements of a Stirnerean ethic in his approach to 

politics-an ethic which is in its gestational phase in The Lion and the Fox. 

Lewis's argument in The Lion and the Fox may be summarized as follows. In his 

tragedies, Shakespeare addresses the cultural contradictions of his time by donning a 

mask of impersonality and functioning as a "mirror"; he is then able to tilt or distort the 

mirror in ways that convey a picture of the cultural totality as filtered through his unique 

personality. This way, he is able to express his personal political opinions without 

allowing himself to be categorized according to the friend/enemy divisions recognizable 

to the culturo-political partisans of the Renaissance (the lions and the foxes). Thus, 

through the mental ingestion of the not-self, the artist-intellectual is able to engage with 

life without being drawn into partisan action. Attentive readers will be able to discern, in 

the artist-intellectual's reflection or re-creation of the external world, the imprint of a 

unique self. 

The creative process that Lewis identifies in Shakespeare also functions as the 

basis of Lewis's method of creation. In all his work, he separates self and not-self by 

positioning himself as a non-partisan artist-intellectual observing the political from the 

privileged perspective of the outsider. He sorts the data he receives from the not-self into 

a dualistic framework, separating "black" from "white"; after this act of mental ingestion 

he performs an act of mental digestion as he imposes his unique self (and all his personal 

biases) upon the political landscape he has delineated, "blessing" what is useful and 
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"blasting" what is harmful, carving out a niche for himself (and those like him).41 The 

resulting artistic or intellectual product, whether a tract, novel, or painting, represents the 

reconstituted not-self. Fragments of what were previously monolithic entities are forged 

into new patterns and harmonies, and point to new possibilities for art and the intellect. 

The method outlined above forms the analytical basis of The Art of Being Ruled, 

in which Lewis wrestles with the twentieth-century kulturkampf. This work of cultural 

criticism is one of Lewis's most complex creations; its sprawling analysis of a diverse 

range of political phenomena seems designed (in classic modernist manner) to repel the 

casual reader. Even among Lewis critics it remains a problematic text, and there is still 

debate over what exactly Lewis was trying to say in the book. The "shifting, mobile 

perspective" that Dasenbrock identifies has been the cause of a variety of 

misunderstandings regarding Lewis and especially his opinions on fascism;42 

nevertheless, it is one of the book's most significant aspects. The ideological ambiguity 

implied in Lewis's analysis is not a compositional shortcoming, but rather a conscious 

strategy that Lewis uses to engage with the kulturkampf, and a manifestation of the 

strategies that he admired in Shakespeare's work. His goal is to bring about a balance of 

41I am alluding here to Lewis's famous "Bless" and "Blast" list from "Great Preliminary 
Vortex-Manifesto-I," in BLAST 1 (1914). 
42See, for example, John R. Harrison's The Reactionaries (1966). Harrison quotes Lewis's 
remarks on page 364 of The Art of Being Ruled regarding the possibility of a separation of artist-
intellectuals and ordinary people, and its potential biological consequences. Because he fails to see 
that Lewis is merely speculating in a half-ironic manner, he is able to leap to the conclusion that 
"This idea is very much like Nietzsche's doctrine of the superman, and the Nazi doctrine of the 
master race. Lewis wants to breed a superior race which could organize society into a sensible 
pattern, while taking an interest in higher forms of life." Harrison, The Reactionaries, 101. Lewis's 
irony aside, there is a difference between a biologically-reinforced separation of people, which 
Lewis considers, and a biologically-reinforced hierarchy of power, which the Nazis advocated. 
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