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American by birth and British by acquired citizenship, T.S. Eliot is considered to 

be one of the most prominent poets and playwrights of his time. His works are said to 
have reshaped modern literature and is often full of symbols, philosophies, and vivid 
images. He received the Nobel Peace Prize for literature in 1948. Most of his poems 
during this time reflected on society's hopelessness and desperation following the war. 
Many of Eliot's poetry center on the plight and the lifestyles of women.  Eliot’ portrayal 
of women is different from his contemporaries. The image of women is painted as evil 
and shallow especially in his early poems, though women do not make the major focus as 
characters or heroines. There appears a clear pattern of growth and a definite pattern of 
evolution in Eliot’s image of women. The image starts from negativity but gradually 
changes into positivity. In Eliot's poems, strikingly, what changes his presentation of 
women is his conversion. While Eliot continues to essentialize women, they become the 
emblems of unification and healing. 
 
KEYWORDS: Modern Literature, Image, Christianity, Modernism, Bareness, 
Negativity. 
 
Introduction 
 

T.S. Eliot is considered to be one of the most prominent poets and playwrights of 
his time and his works are said to have promoted to reshape modern literature. He was 
born in 1888 in St. Louis, Missouri and studied at Harvard and Oxford. It was at Harvard 
where he met his guide and mentor Ezra Pound, a well-known modernist poet. Pound 
encouraged Eliot to expand his writing abilities and publish his work. Eliot became an 
England citizen in 1925 and received the Nobel Peace Prize for literature in 1948. Most 
of Eliot’s his earlier works are influenced by French Symbolists, such as Mallarme, 
Baudelaire, and Rimbaud. He first came into contact with these three in college while 
reading The Symbolist Movement in Literature by Arthur Symons (Pearce). He created a 
unique style that was original and new. He gained their ability to write poetry filled with 
wisdom while adding his own passionate language. Eliot’s most famous works include 
The Waste Land (1922), The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1917), Cousin Nancy 
(1924), The Criterion (1922-1939), Ash Wednesday (1930), Four Quartets (1936), The 
Cocktail Party (1950), The Confidential Clerk (1954), and The Elder Statesman (1958). 
His early works, like “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and The Waste Land, 
formulate on a wide range of cultural reference to depict a modern world that is in ruins 
yet somehow beautiful and deeply meaningful (Spender). Eliot’s later poetry began to 
change to more spiritual and religious themes, as he grew older and converted to 
Christianity. His later works tend to focus on giving revelations instead of centering on 
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the behavior of mankind like his earlier poetry. Most of his poetry came from 
observations he made by watching humans interact with one another and their 
environment. He believed in speaking truthfully and brought originality to every piece of 
his creation. Eliot made it clear that the poem should come before the poet and 
emphasized the society’s role. As a whole, the works of T.S. Eliot depict the public’s 
position as a moving culture faced with conflict. 

Objectives of the Study:  
 

a. To throw light  on Eliot’s perception of women. 
 

b. To focus on his portrayal of different shades of women. 
 

c. To highlight his  concern for  contemporary  ethical values of society. 
 

d. To study his understanding of  relationship between man and woman. 
 
Research Methodology: Research methodology is based on Eliot’s works and review of 
his  literature by different authors. 

Eliot’s works replicate the contemporary modernistic society. Modernism was the 
time period between 1865 and 1950 that consisted of a change in the perspectives of how 
Americans examined themselves and their role in society. Many things occurred during 
these eighty-five years that accounted for a great social change. Among these things were 
World War I, the Civil Rights Movement, prohibition, women suffrage, and the Great 
Depression. Particularly after World War I and during women’s suffrage, the society’s 
standpoint on certain issues changed dramatically. After World War I, people’s attitudes 
swung with high expectations for themselves but were soon lowered after the economy’s 
fall. During women’s suffrage, the society’s focus on simple traditions shifted to 
concentrate on more of urban culture. Most of his poems during this time reflected on 
society's hopelessness and desperation following the war. Many of Eliot's poetry centers 
around the plight and the lifestyles of women. During his career as a writer, women 
began to climb the social ladder. Many women began taking jobs that were usually male-
dominated and they also got the right to vote. The Portrait of a Lady, "Aunt Helen", and 
"Cousin Nancy" are among various poems written by T.S. Eliot. Critics have reacted 
sharply over the years about T. S. Eliot’s views on women and gender. A few have 
regarded the matter as altogether unproblematic, but the initial assessments generally saw 
him as reflecting traditional heterosexual attitudes toward gender roles in early poems 
concerned with the male speaker’s inability to achieve satisfactory relationships with 
women. That view has survived to the present day. 

 
‘Woman’ has always been an ‘object’ of fascination. We hardly find a writer, 

writing great literature without the touch of woman in his works. Patriarchy is the ruling 
social system all over the world but since times immemorial woman has equally been a 
deciding factor in life. With the changing times, there has evolved a westernized image of 
woman. She is no longer defenseless, poor object or commodity but is fascinating 
enchantress, tigress ready for prey. Most of the literary artists have often portrayed 
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women as one who is passive and subservient. But the women of Eliot Is different. His 
woman characters belong to the word where ‘fair is foul and foul is fair’.  
 
His poems mirror the women of that time period as they began to explore their sexuality 
and intellect. He confirmed their position in the world, especially at a time of change. 
Eliot was deeply concerned with the culture's moral emptiness and on ways to become 
more honest people. Unfortunately, by the time Eliot wrote on cultural issues, beginning 
in the 1930s, we had lost so much of our inheritance that we no longer recognized our 
condition (Keep). For in that case, Eliot had to find a way, through his writings, to 
explain the importance of having a culture. His poems "A Cooking Egg" and "Mr. Eliot's 
Sunday Morning Service" are prime examples of his concern for the ethical values of 
society. The aftermath of the war and the depression of the 1930's caused hardship for the 
nation's people and resulted in violence and ailment. Eliot stressed that morals and 
assurance was passed down through cultures and that culture cannot be separated from 
religion.  
 

T.S. Eliot, the twentieth century giant has his portrayal of women in almost all his 
poems. The image of women is painted as evil and shallow especially in his early poems. 
Though, women do not make the major focus as characters or heroines in his poems yet 
their presence cannot go neglected. His early poems till ‘The Waste Land’ present 
women in negative shades. This image of the negative woman arises from the present day 
sterile relationship between man and woman. With the changing times materialism has 
given birth to vices like doubt deceit and betrayal, making man-woman relationship 
rootless, immoral and full of frictions. Such type of relationship fails to be flowering but 
brings only grief, misery and ruin ultimately. Eliot’s early poems have portrayed this 
negative aspect quite prominently. Poems like The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, The 
Portrait of a lady,’ Sweeney Among the Nightingales’, ‘La Figila the Piange, Burbank 
with a Beadekar ‘Cooking Egg’ till’ The Waste Land are all strewed with the image of 
women as negative with fatal characteristics. 
 

Over the course of Eliot’s life, gender roles and sexuality became increasingly 
flexible, and Eliot reflected those changes in his work. In the repressive Victorian era of 
the nineteenth century, women were confined to the domestic sphere, sexuality was not 
discussed or publicly explored, and a puritanical atmosphere dictated most social 
interactions. Queen Victoria’s death in 1901 helped usher in a new era of excess and 
forthrightness, now called the Edwardian Age, which lasted until 1910. World War I, 
from 1914 to 1918, further transformed society, as people felt both increasingly alienated 
from one another and empowered to break social mores. English women began agitating 
in earnest for the right to vote in 1918, and the flappers of the Jazz Age began smoking 
and drinking alcohol in public. Women were allowed to attend school, and women who 
could afford it continued their education at those universities that began accepting women 
in the early twentieth century. Modernist writers created gay and lesbian characters and 
re-imagined masculinity and femininity as characteristics people could assume or shrug 
off rather than as absolute identities dictated by society. Through the image of a fatal 
woman Eliot has tried to point at a society concerned exclusively with trivial refinement, 
second hand experience and complete spiritual in-action. They also point at the failure of 
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positive relationship between man and women. ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ 
also hints the problem of communication between man and woman, and again the image 
of women is negative. The women come and go/talking of Michelangelo” showing their 
casual manner while their eyes ‘fix you in a formulated phrase’ and the perfume from 
their dress only serves to make the man’ digress. Love for Prufrock is not divine or 
Platonic. It is mundane, lacks spirituality and is merely sexual. Here the image of the 
woman is related to earthly pleasures. The world of Eliot is disillusioned and once again 
women are shallow and insincere. In the ‘Portrait of a Lady’. The lady is’ twisting the 
lilac’ where she appears fatal. The act of ‘twisting the lilac stalks’ reveals that she is 
playing with life and destroying it. She is also sitting and ‘serving tea to friends’ which 
indicates her routine job, totally devoid of love and warmth. “The Portrait of a Lady” 
represents a woman groping for some hold on to life as it slips into middle age. Eliot, 
through the lady has symbolized the superficial society, here the image of the woman is 
that of a seducer, the temptress and finally a destroyer. Eliot's women lead double lives. 
On the naturalist surface of the plays, they are custodians of a world of stifling civility 
and banality, whose pretensions to social authority are comically exaggerated or 
farcically dismissed.  
 

But there appears a clear pattern of growth in Eliot’s image of women. There 
seems to be a definite pattern of evolution. The image starts from negativity but gradually 
changes into positivity. The most interesting development occurs, when Eliot introduces 
a new image of women, the image of death-in-life. The image is that of the state of 
women who face death in life. They are those women who are at a much worse stage. 
Death-in-life is a stage where man appears to be alive but he loses all interest in life. He 
prefers a passive mode of living where he refuses to participate actively in life. Though 
he expresses the need to die, yet, he lacks the courage to embrace death. Gradually he 
loses all color and a state of stagnation begins. Eliot’s poetry describes this stage in many 
of his poems. Eliot has portrayed those women who are always engaged in a spiritual 
quest where they encounter the stage of conflict between good and bad. Though they 
appear to be happy and contented with their life of senses and materialism, in fact, they 
are craving for some pure, serene and real life. They are fed up with their present Pseudo 
of dual standard. This quest and conflict in woman is seen predominantly in ‘Gerontlon’, 
The Waste Land,’ The Hollow men.’, ‘Ash Wednesday,’ and’ Journey of the Magi. In 
‘The Love song 0f J. Alfred Prufrock,’ we have women who attend parties, but these 
women of the genteel society are rootless and without any goal. Prufrock says: In the 
room women come and go Talking of Michelangelo.  
 

Eliot’s  conversion to Christianity emerged as part of a radical shift to 
conservatism, when, in fact, it appears that the event concluded a long period of 
incubation. In Eliot's poems, strikingly, what changes his presentation of women is his 
conversion. While Eliot continues to essentialize women, they become the emblems of 
unification and healing. After The Waste Land, he leaves behind characterizing women 
as threatening, sexualized creatures in his poetry altogether. We see a gradual shift of 
Eliot’s attitude towards women. There is a progression and positive image plays an equal 
role along with the negative attitude. Eliot introduces a new image of woman. This image 
is different from the fatal woman or the death in life image. There is a decline in Eliot’s 
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negative imagery. The new image is hopeful, positive and also full of life. There is a 
progression in the pattern. Here we can say that the poetry before The Waste Land was 
predominantly negative. Gerontion,’ The Waste Land’ and ‘The Hollow Men’ contain a 
balance between negative and positive imagery, whereas, poems from ‘Ash Wednesday’ 
are governed by positive image of woman. In ‘La FigliachePiange’ the image of the 
woman is full with positivity. The image is presented in favourable light and goes closer 
to Eve and Virgin Mary. In ‘Ash-Wednesday,’ Eliot presents a ‘Lady’who serves to unite 
the beloved as well as Virgin Mary. Here the lady is a bridge between the two worlds—
material and spiritual. She has spiritual qualities which relate her to Virgin Mary. She has 
divine qualities of Virgin Mary and so is associated with spiritual world but she is a 
beloved too, full with emotions and passions. Hence she is attached with the material 
world. This gives a complete image of wholeness. Further, we come across the walking 
of the lady’ between the violet and the violet.’ This reveals the two aspects of love: the 
earthly love and celestial love. Violet is the colour of twilight—the meeting point of day 
and night. The lady slowly moves towards divinity and she goes in ‘white and blue.’ This 
is Mary’s colour. She is also able to make the fountains strong, the spring fresh and the 
dry rocks cool and the sand firm. Thus Eliot shifts from barenness to fertility, from 
negativity to positivity. The shift of the poet’s attitude is very beautifully visible in ‘Ash-
Wednesday’ when the poet prays to her “Blessed sister, holy mother, spirit of the 
fountain, spirit of the garden... .Here the poet has turned to the lady who is now totally 
transformed. He prays to her to help the sinner so that they can get rid of their falsehood 
and suffering. This lady is Virgin Mary, the figure of divinity who can help in rebirth.  

Conclusion 

Thus, Eliot has presented the positive image of women and it is only through this 
image that Eliot finally creates a picture of wholeness and contentment. Eliot’s poetry too 
attains completeness in itself only through his portrayal of the total scale of life. i.e. from 
negative to positive. The image of woman has a pattern of evolution In Eliot’s poetry, 
which is from negation to affirmation. The canvas is multifaceted with woman as 
daughter, sister and beloved mother. 
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