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The progression of the modern age, in the form of modernization and the modernist artistic movement,
presents a direct challenge to the historically rooted practices of man. Modernity, liberated from
tradition, seeks constant innovation and enlightenment unfettered by customs or limitations. Caught
in the crosshairs of this melee stands the institution of religion. This article explores the relationship
between modernity and religion through the works of Karl Marx and T.S. Eliot. In a world where
“all that is solid melts into air;’ to quote Marx, does religion or the phenomenology of religion offer
meaning for man? Can it provide worth in its own right? Both thinkers say yes, but qualify their

assessments in remarkably differing ways.

nter the age of modernity. Whirling in a frenetic foxtrot of the-
oria and praxis, the last two centuries have expanded and excoriated the
conditions for man in such a quickened society. Against the backdrop of the
cataclysmic Industrial Revolution; the transformation of scientific discov-
ery and technological achievements; the explosion of capitalism across the
globe; the mass migrations into urban and suburban localities; the ratchet-
ing up of socio-political power structures; the divestment of man from man’s
traditions and history; the growth of nationalistic imperialism and bureau-
cratic ossification; the demographic upheaval through innovative mass

communication systems; the ascendency of the world market; the dizzying

6 | THE OWL



specialization of intellectual curiosi-
ty and research; the lionization of art
and aesthetics; and the perpetuity of
spiritual longings, awakenings, vili-
fications, and reformations; against
these, modernity—as discussed in
this essay and understood in broader
academic contexts—commences to
bear meaning.

Grazing upon the long grass of
modernity, theorists, artists, and in-
tellectuals have operated as partici-
pants and as critics simultaneously
as they digest its triumphs and ca-
tastrophes. But how has modernity
grappled, principally through the
acclamations and denunciations of
social theorists and literary mod-
ernists, with religion? The answers
are as polyphonic as the individuals
inquiring thereof. This paper will ex-
plore that question first by defining
modernity, then by delineating the

perspectives of Karl Marx and T.S.

Eliot. The ambition of this paper is to
illuminate the aforementioned en-
treaty from the pronounced world-
view of these two individuals but
makes no pretense of ultimacy or of
expositing the subject in entirety.
Modernity Defined
Modernity is the loosely bound
variety of visions, values, and actions
augmented by the world-historical
processes mentioned above. The aim
of modernity is “to make men and
women the subjects as well as the
objects of modernization, to give
them the power to change the world
that is changing them.* As a vague
moniker for the fragile and fantastic
realities engendered within this cir-
cuitous period, modernity seeks to
unveil the systemic and particular
psychosis in all of man. To be mod-
ern, according to intellectual histo-
rian Marshall Berman, “is to find

ourselves in an environment that
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promises us adventure, power, joy,
growth, transformation of ourselves
and the world”; that same milieu,
concomitantly, “threatens to destroy
everything we have, everything we
know, everything we are.” This “par-
adoxical unity, a unity of disunity”
crashes in a constant “maelstrom of
perpetual disintegration and renew-
al, of struggle and contradiction, of
ambiguity and anguish.” No one, ac-
cording to Berman’s prognosis, can
circumambulate this universal man-
tle, not even those diametrically op-
posed to its inceptive prejudices and
resultants. In this sense of moder-
nity, the timbre of its effects echoes
across every ethnicity and ideology,
every religion and geography, every
class and nationality.

Modernity, thusly construed,
is the “totality of fragmentary, cen-
trifugal directions of existence”

whereby “the concentric principle,
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the monumental element is [never-
theless] not attained”* Simply put,
modernity hinges on dialectical
humanism; man is the center of his
universe, but bears all the weight of
his centrality. He must, like Atlas,
shoulder his world—the aggregate
of internal and external stimuli—to
fashion meaning for himself. The
symphony of human events, innova-
tions, and musings couches the pan-
demonium within the soul of man.
This atmosphere “of agitation and
turbulence, psychic dizziness and
drunkenness, expansion of experi-
ential possibilities and destruction
of moral boundaries and personal
bonds, self-enlargement and self-
derangement,” reflects and affects
modern mans sensibility.” Per Ber-
mans rendering of modernity, each
individual must resolve his own
“concentric principle” or “monu-

mental element” in reaction to the



awareness that no indwelling or cos-
mogenic principle unifies mankind.
Navigating these dialogues, mo-
dernity can be dissected into two au-
tonomous and interrelated stations:
modernization, the socio-political
and economic branch of the tree, and
modernism, the artistic, cultural, and
literary branch. Each is intertwined
at various points. Modernism, fur-
ther defined, is “the literature that
acknowledged and attempted to re-
spond to a crisis of representation
beginning in the mid-nineteenth
century. Modernism presented a
response to a pervasive impression
that “the ways of knowing and rep-
resenting the world developed in the
Renaissance...distorted the actual
experience of reality, of art, and of
literature” Consequently, both “the
content and the form of represen-
tation” were cast in suspicious light

and subverted in the regenerative

apparatus of modernism, where new
tools were crafted and old instru-
ments were either ironically refur-
bished or repulsively dismissed.®
Under the expanding arch of
modernity, with one leg being mod-
ernization and the other modern-
ism, the relationship with religion
can be explicated. In no way should
it be suggested that modernity
eradicated religion or the impulse
of religion full-stop in the Western
Hemisphere, the anchor of moder-
nity. Even cursory observation to-
day reveals that religion still obtains.
On the other hand, modernity cer-
tainly complicates religion. For ex-
ample, this convolution resounds
within Christianity, if not theologi-
cally, then representationally in the
institutions of politics, economics,
art, philosophy, and the public do-
main. How religion is interwoven

in the tapestry of modernity, both
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perceived and instantiated, remains
a preoccupation of social theorists
and literary modernists. From the
death of God to the empty casket at
his funeral, the witness of religion in
this period is intricate, arresting, and
by no means settled law.
Marx

“The more man puts into God,
the less he retains in himself”” Karl
Marx’s philosophy of history, often
painted in too broad of strokes as it
relates to religion, confounds sim-
plistic narratives. Marx’s critique “is
more complex and more interesting
than the standard nineteenth-cen-
tury materialist assertion that God
does not exist”® Unlike Nietzsche,
who pinned modernitys predica-
ment of moral illimitability and of
nihilist estrangement on its pro-
genitor—namely, the progressive
march of “science, rationalism, the

death of God”—Marx indicts the
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bourgeoisie. The gilded accoutre-
ments of religion, over against the
religious impulse, accuse the “banal
everyday workings of the bourgeoi-
sie economic order—an order that
equates our human value with our
market price, no more, no less” A
proper reading of Marx must spot-
light his appreciation for the spiri-
tual impulse and, reciprocally, his
acrimony for institutionalized reli-
gion. The source of Marx’s antipathy
can be recognized in his profound
mistrust prima facie of the institu-
tions that influence the modern
laborer. Religion, in one sense, is
undistinguished in the long list of
corrosive infrastructures; contra-
puntally, because religion attempts
to answer deeper soul-making ques-
tions and pervades Western culture,
its stakes are higher for Marx. Based

on that logic, it must be vanquished

at the outset in order to foster the



apotheosis of the laborer.

The epitome of Marx’s disdain
for institutional religion is offered in
The Communist Manifesto. The reli-
gious impulse, or the phenomenol-
ogy of religion, was easily and gain-
tully seduced by the bourgeoisie out
of the gate, as Marx reads history. “In
the icy water of egotistical calcula-
tion” the bourgeoisie “drowned the
most heavenly ecstasies of religious
fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm,
of philistine sentimentalism.™° The
halo, which “splits life into sacred
and profane,” was quickly leveraged
by the bourgeoisie in Marx’s depic-
tion. Coalescing “an aura of holy
dread and radiance,” the bourgeoisie
substituted the innocence of reli-
gious fervor for the haloed positions
of the religious institution. With this
replacement, the bourgeoisie gener-
ated “cash payment” or the resolving

of “personal worth into exchange

value” In this economic machina-
tion, the bourgeoisie, “veiled by
religious and political illusions,”
shamelessly and brutally exploited
the working class and the sincer-
ity of religious impulses along with
them. The economizing of the meta-
physical—or that “which asks what
is worthwhile, what is honorable,
even what is real”—is the root of the
problem of institutional religion, as
Marx sees it."!

Picked over, the “priest, the
poet, the man of science” are effectu-
ally “stripped of its halo” in a rigid
conversion to “paid wage-labour-
ers’; that is to say, the halo behaves
purely as a pecuniary symbol of the
bourgeoisie, rather than signaling
the religious impulse.”> While the
exchange under capitalism of sacred
stations like priest and poet in return
for dehumanizing monetization

policies is sour for Marx, it is not

SHLLINVINOH



HUMANITIES

inopportune. The haloed position
and their corresponding institutions
of “law, morality, religion” erupt
with “so many bourgeois prejudices,
behind which lurk in ambush just as
many bourgeois interests,” that their
disintegration and demystification
is welcomed by Marx." The former
“aura of holiness” around priest and
poet becomes the missing compo-
nent in this equation of division,
though Marx is by no means empa-
thetic to this purging.'* The tearing
of veils, which leaves priest and poet
naked and with exposed wounds,
concurrently introduces “new op-
tions and hopes””” A new paradise
is gained, according to Marx’s narra-
tive, through and despite the process
of stripped haloes.

The “new options and hopes”
must be grounded in the appropri-
ately understood and demytholo-

gized religious life. In his doctorate,
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Difference between the Democritean
and the Epicurean Philosophy of Na-
ture, Marx accredits philosophy with
diametrically opposing “all heavenly
and earthly Gods who do not ac-
knowledge human self-conscious-
ness as the highest divinity”'¢ Thus,
the consummation of the religious
life, disconnected from the ruse con-
structed by the bourgeoisie, is part
and parcel with proletariat experi-
ence and philosophy. In the frenzied
modern world of reconfiguration
and malleability, “philosophy finds
its material weapons in the proletar-
iat,” Marx writes in a letter to a fellow
German philosopher, “so the prole-
tariat finds its spiritual weapons in
philosophy.”"’

The bifurcation of modernity,
for Marx, encompasses the desire
for “clear and solid values to live by”

and the desire to “embrace the limit-

less possibilities of modern life and



experience that obliterate all val-
ues”'® Paradoxically, this requisite
period of history comports itself to
newer virtues in spiritual equality.
“[A]ll that is holy is profaned, and
man is at last compelled to face with
sober senses, his real conditions of
life, and his relations with his kind,”
unmediated by the dogmatism or
fanaticism of institutional religion."
At the conclusive moment in history
man freely fashions “a world after
its own image,” alluding to God’s
creation of man in Genesis.”” New
morality and religion, not founded
on the principles of the bourgeoisie’s
self-interest and self-propagation,
espouse the unitive consciousness of
man, thereby allowing each man to
sculpt meaning for himself in him-
self; in so doing, he must never suc-
cumb to the pressure of satisfying
his religious fervor with someone or

something outside himself, such as

God, religion, or priest. As Berman
qualifies, “to unmask phony claims
of transcendence is to demand and
fight for real transcendence,” or that
of man’s inner transcendence.”

Marx appends this message by clari-
tying that if one balks at the notion of
such revolutionary change—i.e. de-
stroying the institution of religion—
a conservative appeal to “notions of
freedom, culture, law, &c” deceives
the position fundamentally. “Your
very ideas are but the outgrowth of
the conditions of your bourgeoi-

sie production.”*

The principles
of “religious liberty and freedom
of conscience, merely gave expres-
sion to the sway of free competition
within the domain of knowledge”
As maintained by Marx, mere his-
torical fluctuations, such as Chris-
tianity overcoming the religions of

the ancient world in its last causal

transmutation, only prove that those
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movements are historical realities in
flux at particular moments in space
and time, nothing more. History is
not sacramental or imbued with the
divine, in any epoch, in any locality.

As Marx plainly expounds, it is
but a “selfish misconception that in-
duces you to transform into eternal
laws of nature” what are merely “the
social forms springing from your
present mode of production.” Even
under the auspices of a liberal pro-
gressive “social Gospel”** or “Chris-
tian Socialism,” Marx refutes these
self-deceptions or the “holy water
with which the priest consecrates the
heart-burnings of the aristocrat”*
Communism by revolution, as per
Marx, accelerates history, progresses
mankind, and inaugurates a new reli-
gious impulse. Communism, hence,
“abolishes eternal truths, it abolishes
all religion, and all morality, instead

of constituting them on a new basis;
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it therefore acts in contradiction to
all past historical experience.” *
A modernity where “[a]ll that

27 cautions the

is solid melts into air
proletariat of institutionalizing their
religious impulses or fervor. Man is
spiritual insofar as he is “linked to
nature,” which is to say, “linked to
itself, for man is a part of nature”
The religious impulse is nourished
when man “makes his life-activity
itself the object of his will and of his
consciousness.” With his own life as
the object of his existence, man is
a “Conscious Being” when absent
of “estranged labour” that vocation
transfigures “his essential being” into
“amere means to his existence”** The
religious impulse must be enveloped
in the truth that man is the highest
goal of this secularized and human-
ized spirituality, the highest divinity.
“Not the gods, not nature, but only

man himself can be this alien power



over man.?

Eliot

As a literary modernist, T.S. El-
iot necessarily approached the chal-
lenges, sentiments, and anxieties of
modernity from a wholly different
perspective than Marx. Not only
does Eliot distinguish himself from
Marx by encapsulating his interpre-
tation of the modern era through the
medium of poetry, but by being the
most modern, historically speaking;
thus, the breadth of his views are
nearer to contemporary society on
the unfurling timeline of maturity
within modernity. Born in St. Louis,
Missouri, Eliot emigrated to Eng-
land after his education at Harvard
in philosophy and comparative lit-
erature.

His first poetic masterpiece,
The Waste Land, would be com-
posed while Eliot recovered from a

neurotic breakdown after the First

World War. At the ominous age of
thirty-three, Eliot was revived dur-
ing his stay in a sanatorium in Lau-
sanne, Switzerland by his poetic vi-
sion in The Waste Land: “the relief
of a personal and wholly insignifi-
cant grouse against life...just a piece
of rhythmical grumbling”™ Ezra
Pound, a fellow poet and close friend
of Eliot’s, was hardly as modest in his
praise: “Eliot’s Waste Land is I think
the justification of the ‘movement,
of our modern experiment, since
1900.°" To many of his contempo-
raries, it incarnated the transcendent
quality over personal situation and
embodied the general crisis of faith
and representation in Western civi-
lization. Its symbolic manifestation
culminated in reorienting the myth-
ological parallels that he employed
in the poem for modern life; it “of-
fered a way to transform the ‘stam-

merings’ of the individual artist into
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a broader sense of order, one that
could link contemporary culture
with the major concerns of the entire
literary and cultural tradition.”*
Eliots mystical revelation in
The Waste Land harangued modern
society from within it, but not from
the social angle that Marx attacked.
Barren and desperately groping
for significance, the world after the
Great War, for Eliot, was ontologi-
cally remodeled. The telos of history
offered no redemption and no end
to itself, in contravention to Marx’s
prophesy about the end of history,
which would fructify after the work-
ers of the world united. Religion, for
Eliot, could neither be reduced to
religious fervor, as Marx had whit-
tled it down, nor a mere catalyst of
individuation and differentiation.
Religion, like all the grand traditions
of man’s historical heritage, tenders

a glimpse of something entrenched
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in the heart and soul of man; when
gathered together with all the asso-
ciative traditions, they bear a sem-
blance of corporealized meaning:
“A heap of broken images™ Yet,
not unlike the moral devolution ar-
ticulated by Marx, Eliot’s man of the
waste land, or the “Unreal City;?*
can only beseech “O Lord Thou
pluckest me out™ and “each in his
prison/...Shantih shantih shantih,
or a pathetic peroration of peace,
peace, peace.*

The furious and timeless motion
of the eternal present was ultimately
an unsatisfying condition for man in
Eliot’s mind. Fourteen years after the
publication of The Waste Land, Eliot
penned his final inimitable work,
Four Quartets. In the fourteen-year
intermission, he discovered a sa-
cred vocation. Through baptism

in the Church of England, Eliot

translated his longing for a timeless



transcendence into a spiritual quest,
and yet retained most of his previous
skepticisms and provisos. As the via
media between dispassionate Uni-
tarianism (the religious heritage to
which Eliot’s parents had exposed
him) and obdurate Catholicism,
the Anglican tradition allowed Eliot
to navigate amongst his suspicions
and, simultaneously, direct his “in-
tenser human feelings” to the ulti-
mate “divine goal”?’ His conversion
bridged “the point of intersection
of the timeless [Divine Godhead] /
With time.™*

Eliots movement into the
Church and into Christian faith es-
sentialized this renaissance of uni-
tive contemplation. To suggest that
Eliot’s conversion rectified, in some
simplistic sense, the angst and be-
reavement he set about exploring in

The Waste Land would be to reduce

Eliot’s religious sincerity and artistic

sensibilities carelessly. Rather, Eliot’s
conversion “shifted the style of both
his life and his art” quite simply be-
cause it complicated his life and his
art.” On the precipice of the Sec-
ond World War, Eliot excavated his
yearning for liberation from perva-
sive evils in correspondence with a
Christian apprehension of sin, pro-
pitiation, and regeneration in Four
Quartets.

The antidote to the modern
geist of alienation and estrangement
was, for Eliot, the humility to walk
forward in faith, moored by religion
and tradition. Eliot remarks in “Tra-
dition and the Individual Talent”
that “the historical sense involves a
perception, not only of the pastness
of the past, but of its presence....a
sense of the timeless as well as of
the temporal and of the timeless
and of the temporal together”*® Per

Eliot, the liminality of the modern
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world—“caught in the form of limi-
tation/Between un-being and be-

”4l__aches for the salvation of the

ing
Word incarnate whether it is compre-
hensively aware of this need or not;
consonantly, Eliot could not have
portended his metaphysical conver-
sion when he first penned The Waste
Land. Like the liminal stasis of life
itself, art “never improves,” but rath-
er “the material of art is never quite
the same”** Altogether, the creative
process mirrors soteriology and the
denial of “human self-consciousness
as the highest divinity”* That is to
say, Eliot interlocks human experi-
ence and salvation: “what happens
is a continual surrender of himself
as he is at the moment of something
which is more valuable...a continual
extinction of personality.”*

The descent into the soul,

into the world that is not the world,

into a place destitute of property and
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fancy and distractions, into a land
not twittering with movement, Eliot

exclaims, “This is the one way”*

Ina
world of chatter and transience, even
the external influences of words and
music decay and crack under the
tension, refusing to “stay still.” There
is but one word, “The Word in the
desert,” which can transverberate or
transfigure the soul.* The incarnat-
ed Christ becomes the “light.../ At
the still point of the turning world.”*
Thus, Eliot’s man walks the via nega-
tiva: “In order to arrive at what you
are not / You must go through the
way in which you are not”*® That
way is the divine Incarnation, cross,
and immanent Spirit of God.

After the plum-line is set, El-
iot purposefully complicates his gos-
pel by escorting his reader through
the realms of the soul; the way out

is inward. The salvation of the soul

is not the constituency of action



or inaction. Rather, it is “whatever
sphere of being / The mind of man
may be intent / At the time of death,’
when one awakens to consider-
ing the time of death to be “every
moment.”* Salvific humility at the
every-moment juncture, Eliot pos-
its, requires the abnegation of the
self: “T said to my soul, be still, and
let the dark come upon you™ The
soul need not “fare well / But fare
forward” along this journey, grasp-
ing faith “between the hither and
the farther shore™' Thus, the new
means become the end of the old
ends: “prayer, observance, discipline,
thought and action” point attribu-
tively to the “Incarnation. / Here the
impossible union.”*

Rich is the inheritance of
man, Eliot specifies, who declares
“A people without history / Is not
redeemed from time, for history is

a pattern / Of timeless moments.”

The Church is the vanguard against
a world “Distracted from distraction
by distraction” and the most beauti-
ful museum for the relics of tradition
and faith. If anything is manifest in
perpetuity for Eliot, it is “the draw-
ing of this Love and the voice of this
Calling” beckoning the soul of man
“Quick now, here, now, always.”>* Al-
though “human kind / Cannot bear
very much reality,>* the “dripping
blood [and]... / The bloody flesh™*
of the crucified Christ paves an in-
effable “lifetime’s death in love™®
for wearied humanity; whensoever
and for whosoever this religious in-
tersection occurs, “Costing not less
than everything,” then the soul can
exclaim “all shall be well and / All
manner of thing shall be well”>
Summary

Modernity, through modern-

ization and modernism, is the ma-

trix of contemporary life where the
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condition of man is paramount. The
ways in which religion complicates
this arithmetical formula, and in
turn, is complicated by it, enhance
and showcase the evolution and as-
cendency of modern thought. The
social theories of Karl Marx along-
side the counterdistinctive voice
of T.S. Eliot illumine the lightning
rod of religious and spiritual repre-
sentations in this period, though by
no means elude its circumscription.
Straining with the question of how
to expropriate religion, each mod-
ern author uniquely ventured “a raid
on the inarticulate / With shabby
equipment,” and wagered the very
cornerstone of their philosophy on
it.”® In so doing, they bequeathed a
legacy of historical and psychologi-
cal analysis, personal soul-search-
ing, and a touchstone from which
to better understand and contextu-

alize modernity in all its feats and
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failures.
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