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ABSTRACT 

T.S. Eliot’s Sweeney Agonistes (1932) reflects the profound spiritual alienation and moral 

decay of modern society shaped by materialism and loss of faith. The fragmented play 

dramatizes the emptiness, boredom, and superficiality endemic to the Jazz Age, 

portraying characters trapped in trivial routines and spiritual vacuity. Central to the play 

is Sweeney, a vulgar figure embodying the modern man whose spiritual growth is 

stunted by a morally bankrupt world. Eliot uses Christian symbolism and motifs of sin, 

death, and rebirth to explore the possibility of spiritual awakening amid despair. 

Through complex imagery and dialogue, Sweeney Agonistes critiques the hollowness of 

contemporary civilization and highlights the tension between awareness and 

forgetfulness, ultimately presenting a vision of possible redemption through spiritual 

conflict and transformation. 
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Introduction 

T.S. Eliot, a towering literary figure, discerned 

the loss of religious sensibility in the modern age, 

which was characterized by indecision, futility, and a 

loss of ultimate values. In Sweeney Agonistes, Eliot 

dramatizes the tormenting sense of emptiness, 

restlessness, and alienation that marks modern 

existence. The play portrays a society cut off from its 

spiritual roots, steeped in superficiality, and suffering 

from religious idiocy and moral depravity. Through 

complex imagery and fragmented dialogue, Eliot 

exposes the inner conflicts of modern man caught 

between spiritual insolvency and the longing for 

redemption. The Paper attempts to analyse spiritual 

alienation and moral decay in T.S. Eliot’s Sweeney 

Agonistes as a reflection of modern materialistic 

deprivation. It tries to examine Sweeney as the 

embodiment of modern man’s inner desolation and 

existential conflict and explore the use of Christian 

symbolism and motifs such as sin, death, and rebirth 

in articulating the possibility of spiritual renewal. An 

attempt has been made to show boredom, 

superficiality, and dislocation in the social interactions 

and rituals portrayed in the play and to assess the 

dramatic and poetic techniques Eliot employs to 

convey the psychological and spiritual crisis of the Jazz 

Age. It tries to situate Sweeney Agonistes within the 

broader context of Eliot’s modernist critique of 

civilization, especially in relation to The Waste Land. 

Review of the Literature 

T.S. Eliot’s Sweeney Agonistes has been 

critically examined as a text that delineates spiritual 

dislocation, alienation, and moral decay characteristic 

of the early 20th century. Scholars emphasize Eliot’s 

extraordinary sensitivity to contemporary loss of faith 

marked by indecision, futility, and the collapse of 

meaningful values under consumerist society. The 

pervasive sense of emptiness and restlessness found 

in Eliot’s works is linked to man’s loss of religious faith 

and estrangement from society, nature, and 

spirituality, a key thematic concern highlighted in 

Sweeney Agonistes. 

Critics have particularly noted Eliot’s use of 

fragmented dramatic form and symbolic language in 
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Sweeney Agonistes to evoke the spiritual sterility of 

the Jazz Age. The characters Doris, Dusty, and 

Sweeney personify the hollow, superficial, and vulgar 

aspects of modern life, where even sacred rituals have 

degenerated into trivial pastimes such as fortune-

telling with playing cards. The play’s ‘agon’ or contest 

motif, representing the conflict between good and 

evil, life and death, has been connected to Christian 

theological symbolism of sin and redemption. 

Sweeney himself embodies a modern man caught in 

this agon, expressing awareness of spiritual void and 

the desire for transcendence amid a morally bankrupt 

world (Jones 32). 

Spiritual Landscape of the Jazz Age 

The play unfolds against the backdrop of the 

Jazz Age's hollow society where trivialities like 

telephone service and the management of social visits 

dominate life. Eliot paints a social landscape marked 

by “oppression,”1(Eliot 239) “greed,”2(Eliot 241) 

“lust,”3(Eliot 241) and “duplicity,”4(Eliot 241). It is 

inhabited by characters whose speech reflects their 

inner vacuity. This is the world, Eliot depicted in The 

Waste Land, emphasizing a civilization suffering from 

a desperate loss of meaning. Eliot’s work presents a 

stark, bare world that lacks religious consciousness, a 

theme prominently explored in The Waste Land. In 

Sweeney Agonistes, this world is similarly depicted as 

one where the inhabitants engage in futile activities 

that have no genuine religious or moral awareness. 

Unlike earlier cultures, where religious consciousness 

provided life with meaning and connected community 

truly, the characters in Sweeney exist in spiritual 

disconnection.  

Characters Representing Spiritual Alienation and 

Moral Decay 

 In Sweeney Agonistes, the character of 

Sweeney is depicted as a figure who embodies a 

striking duality—he is both grossly vulgar and yet 

possesses moments of deeper insight or 

enlightenment. This paradox highlights the 

complexity of modern man, who is often spiritually 

stunted yet occasionally aware of profound truths. 

Sweeney’s vulgarity is evident in his coarse behaviour 

and crude speech, aligning him closer to a primal, 

animalistic existence rather than an idealized human 

spirit. However, he also articulates significant spiritual 

and existential insights, which sets him apart from the 

more superficial characters around him. This blend of 

the base and the elevated captures the tension faced 

by modern individuals striving for meaning in a 

fragmented and disenchanted world. His language is 

rich in symbolic overtones, revealing his awareness of 

life’s banality and mortality, as expressed in his 

assertion that “life is death.”5(Eliot 124). Sweeney acts 

as a spiritual agent, a physician- attempting to 

communicate deeper truths about sin, death, and 

potential rebirth to a society incapable of 

understanding. 

Characters like Doris and Dusty, who engage in 

fortune-telling with playing cards, illustrate the 

degeneration of once solemn religious rituals into 

meaningless pastimes. Pereira symbolizes the voice of 

God or spiritual influence, while others such as 

Wauchope and Horsfall represent spiritual death 

through faithlessness. Krumpacker and Klipstein, 

embodying vulgar vitality and fail to bring genuine 

change, highlighting the pervasive spiritual inertia 

around Sweeney.The play depicts the world as 

spiritually diseased and indifferent, unable to foster 

genuine relationships. The banality of modern life 

aligns with animalistic existence—summed up by the 

image of the “cannibal isle,”6(Eliot 121), a symbolic 

space marked by the absence of modern technology 

and a reduction of life to “birth, copulation, and 

death”7(Eliot 121). 

Christian Symbolism: Sin, Death, and Rebirth 

In Eliot’s writings, the Christian notion of sin is 

a recurring theme, and it notably appears in Sweeney. 

Eliot incorporates this concept of sin as a fundamental 

aspect of human experience. It is central to the play 

and Eliot finds it pervasive and inherited in modern 

man. Eliot’s Christian worldview informs this theme, 

with sin rendered almost incommunicable due to 

modern generation’s emotional degeneration. 

Sweeney’s speech about a gruesome murder serves 

as a metaphor for the inner spiritual horror and 

conflict shaping his character. Images such as the egg 

on the “Crocodile Isle”8(Eliot 121) symbolize the 

elemental processes of life and regeneration, while 

the cannibalistic “missionary stew”9(Eliot 122) 

figuratively represents a ritualistic death bringing 

spiritual transmutation. This metaphor suggests that 

renewal requires the destruction of the old self, 

reflecting Eliot’s concept of spiritual purgation and 

rebirth. The play engages with the Christian concept 

of sin, with the chilling murder recounted by Sweeney 

symbolizing a distinct, otherworldly state that a 

murderer attains. Sweeney can be seen as a 
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representation of the modern sensual man, whose 

spiritual development is hindered by the barren 

wasteland of contemporary existence. On the 

opposite end, characters like Doris and Dusty embody 

indifference, remaining unresponsive even to Pereira, 

who symbolizes the divine voice. Figures such as 

Wauchope and Horsfall portray spiritual death, 

lacking faith entirely. Krumpacker and Klipstein 

exemplify crude American vitality but bring no 

meaningful change through their presence. Instead, 

the spiritually dead and the worldly vulgar combine 

forces to prevent Doris from attaining divine grace. 

Unlike his poetic namesake, Sweeney conveys 

profound insights, highlighting the spiritual emptiness 

beneath the veneer of a polished, superficial society. 

Sweeney communicates the author’s message to both 

the characters within the play and the audience. 

Helen Gardner notes that the play’s central action is 

understated and stagnant, underscoring the thematic 

emphasis on spiritual inertia. Sweeney struggles to 

articulate the profound horror at the core of 

existence. He felt that any words he uses fall short or 

are beyond the understanding of his audience. 

(Gardner 131) The play’s focus is less on the contrast 

between meaninglessness and despair and more on 

the divide between those who possess awareness and 

those who remain oblivious. 

Sweeney Agonistes portrays an atmosphere of 

monotony and dread, with an underlying sense of sin 

permeating the fragments. Sweeney’s closing speech, 

alongside the final chorus, hints at the idea of 

inherited sinfulness. In a world where religious feeling 

has decayed, the traditional scriptural concept of sin 

becomes nearly impossible to express. Within this 

context, Sweeney embodies both the roles of a seeker 

and a guide. He possesses awareness of realities 

beyond the comprehension of his shallow 

companions, who remain metaphorical blind. Yet, in 

his attempts to share what he perceives—echoing 

Oreste’s line, “you don’t see them, you don’t—but I 

see them,”10(Eliot 121) which serves as the play’s 

motto—he also serves as a helper. In this dramatic 

experiment, Eliot seeks to blend the characteristics of 

music-hall melodrama, Greek tragedy, and theological 

poetry.  

Motifs of Alienation and Existential Conflict 

The play’s central motif revolves around 

spiritual struggle and growth in an exceptional 

individual, and the effects of this process on ordinary 

people. This theme recurs throughout Eliot’s dramatic 

works, which often explore relationships through the 

lens of spiritual consciousness. Eliot in his work, The 

Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, explained his 

intention was to create a character whose intellect 

and sensitivity align with the most discerning 

members of the audience, addressing them as much 

as the characters within the play. (Eliot 153) Sweeney 

represents such a character, typifying the modern 

sensual man whose spiritual development is hindered 

by the arid wasteland of contemporary existence. For 

Sweeney, “death is life and life is death.”11(Eliot 125) 

The true drama unfolds within the mental and 

emotional interactions between Sweeney and Doris. 

The horror Doris experiences from Sweeney’s tale of 

a girl’s murder in a bath is but a surface manifestation 

of a deeper feeling of sin stirring within Sweeney, far 

removed from everyday experience. 

Scholar D.E. Jones identifies a strong 

connection between Sweeney in the poems and in the 

dramatic fragments, suggesting that both portray 

essentially the same character. Any differences reflect 

the degree of character development and scope 

(Jones 32). Both iterations depict life at a low ebb. 

Apeneck Sweeney serves as an emblem of vulgarity 

and primal instincts, as does the fragmentary hero 

who threatens Doris, “I’ll gobble you up. I’ll be the 

Cannibal.”12(Eliot 121). In the second fragment, 

Fragment of an Agon, Sweeney’s first words to Doris 

are “I’ll carry you off to a Cannibal Isle,”13(Eliot 121) 

which is no idyllic retreat but a terrifying realm where 

a disillusioned Sweeney awaits or hopes to attain a 

transformed state of being. He does not wish to live 

with Doris but intends to consume her after a 

ritualistic transformation into a “missionary 

stew.”14(Eliot 122). This rite of passage parallels the 

symbolic death and rebirth seen in Eliot’s other works, 

where Doris undergoes a ritual death to shed her 

earthly attachments and ascend toward higher 

spiritual planes. The island she is taken to is a place of 

stark existence, containing only “birth, and 

copulation, and death.”15(Eliot 124). 

Critical Interpretations 

Scholars like Morianne Moore and Helen 

Gardner emphasize that Sweeney Agonistes reveals 

the deep disconnect between spiritual inclinations 

and jazz societal banalities. The play’s fragmented, 

repetitive style mimics the difficulty of expressing 

profound existential issues. Sweeney’s role as the 
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medium between the author and the audience 

highlights Eliot’s intention to engage the most 

sensitive and intelligent viewers in grappling with 

spiritual realities. Furthermore, the play’s bleak 

depiction of modern routines, banal conversations, 

and the widespread superstition of its characters 

articulate the pervasive boredom and futility 

dominating contemporary life. These aspects situate 

Sweeney Agonistes firmly within Eliot’s broader 

modernist critique, alongside works like The Waste 

Land, as an exploration of the fractured modern 

consciousness and the quest for meaning in an 

increasingly disenchanted world. In sum, critical 

literature positions Sweeney Agonistes as a significant 

but challenging dramatic work that dramatizes the 

spiritual crisis of the modern era through fragmented 

form, symbolic motifs, and psychological depth. It is 

viewed as a continuation of Eliot's poetic exploration 

of existential themes, offering a complex meditation 

on alienation, sin, and the possibility of spiritual 

regeneration. 

Conclusion 

Sweeney Agonistes offers a stark meditation 

on Modern Age’s spiritual crisis. Eliot captures the 

alienation and moral decay of a civilization obsessed 

with materialism and devoid of faith. Yet, amid the 

emptiness, the play gestures to the possibility of 

spiritual awakening through recognition of sin, 

suffering, and death—pathways that may lead to 

redemption and rebirth. In this modern the contest 

between spiritual desolation and hope remains vividly 

alive. 
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