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Abstract 

This Journal aims to provide a descriptive and an analytical study based on 

biblical theology framing the background of T.S. Eliot’s The Cocktail Party, 

particularly from the New Testament gospels of St. Paul. For T.S. Eliot 

Christian theology provided him with precisely the answers to conundrum of 

human life. Man’s possibility for evil, as Eliot makes mention in ‘The Idea of 

a Christian society, was unlimited; therefore the problem of the man was the 

problem of his own, flesh against the spiritual soul. The two forces that 

engulfs throughout life – ‘the flesh and the sprit’ combined to war against each 

other is well handled in all of his plays. It is striking that   T.S Eliot has set a 

rich spiritual foundation and Christian moral principles based on the epistle 

books of the New Testament gospel of St. Paul and has employed brilliantly in 

the 20th century modern stage drama. This paper aims to interpret the 

underlying Christian theological gospel. Which had been the frame work of 

the T.S. Eliot‘s modern play ‘The Cocktail Party’.                 It is obvious that 

the struggle between spiritual and social forces furnish the basics for the 

fundamental conflict in play. It is more or less a style of the naturalistic drama. 

It is a verified drawing room comedy in which the playwright has presented, 

under the cover of a glowing satire, the theme of spiritual quest. It is more 

evident that Eliot had drew much of the serious theological gospel of St. Paul 

in the New Testament blending it in a modern stage without making any direct 

biblical terminology. For an in depth understanding of the background 

working of the play it is necessary to analyse the play from a biblical point of 

view from the   New Testament gospels of Colossians, Ephesians, I 

Corinthians, II Corinthians, which this research paper hold significance. 
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Objective: To bring out the inter-relationship between religion and literature 

by means of analyzing the underlying biblical literary and liturgical tradition 

that have shaped both the text and the readers.    

Findings: Eliot had employed traditional Christian moral principles laid by St. 

Paul in his epistle gospel books. Underlying biblical literary and liturgical 

tradition. 

 

Keywords: Spiritual Conflict, flesh and spirit, St. Paul, Christian fellowship, 

Guardians, Christian love, suffering 

 

        

The play opens with a cocktail party as a domestic play dealing with the problems of 

nuptial relations, were Edward, Lavinia and Reilley are the central figures. 

Eliot presents Edward as a man who is confused and not in a position to make right 

choice in his life. He is not bothered to come to terms with his wife Lavinia. He is 

bound by his egos and complexities. Eliot characterizes him as an average man who 

leads a basic life with a battle with his ‘self’. His conversation with the unidentified 

guest in Act I clearly explicit this inner conflict. Within him against his understanding 

of his own self. 

“I must find out who she is, to find out who I am” [1, p.37] 

 A problem of understanding oneself is more or less a common problem of the present 

modern society. When over looked in spiritual stand point man is constantly at strife 

with his material prospects of living and as a result being reduced himself into a mere 

‘living object’.  

Eliot makes clear of this reality problem which springs up from spiritual laxity, as an 

inner wasteland. Which Eliot wrote in an Egoist review of November 10th   that year. 

But he was no pacifist, he had told Betrand Russell in October 1914. He wrote of 

what he knew-the inner disorder, In the play, Edward’s conflict is one against his free 

nature. His words express an inability to overcome his mental weakness but, he is not 

able to clearly understand what his weakness is, instead feels that all is well with him, 

but equally gets disturbed of determining  himself. Reilley makes a strong comment 

of this conflict in him, 

“Because they are absorbed in the endless struggle 

To think well of themselves” [2, p.35] 

The second area of conflict is one against his personality with a group of social men 

and women around him. At first, with his wife, Edward is unable to maintain a 
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balance in harmony of living together. Fickle mindedness and narrow thinking makes 

him that say, 

“I cannot live without her, for she has made me incapable of having  

Any existence of my own. She has made the world a  

Place I cannot live in except on her terms” [3, p.303] 

Apart from Edwards’ mental conflict there is another kind of conflict which arises in 

Celia Coplestone which is not at all psychological but a spiritual kind. Celia’s 

projection is one of love, a heaven of her imagination that she was mistakenly seeing 

in Edward. Act 1 of scene 3 presents Edward’s projection; which is locked inside his 

own self –obsession he was hell within him, which he projects upon others, but he is 

always alone in the Hell-prison-cell of self; contrast Celia, who thinks of this alone –

ness  of the individual as a ‘solitude ’of which she has become aware, “ An awareness 

of solitude” but without fear or regret and suggests that she is gradually becoming free 

of worldly attachments and is approaching a knowledge of the love of God. These two 

kinds of alone-ness, that all first seem similar, are really opposites. A spiritual kind of 

conflicts faced by a believer. 

“I must tell you …with the world itself” [4, p.130]  

In a previous conversation she declares, that she is perfectly well and could lead an 

active life. 

“I have no delusions except that the world I live in seems all, delusion” 

[5, p.129] 

The difference between a Christian believer and an unbeliever makes a point of 

importance. But, there is a marked evidence of experience that every child of God 

face in reality, which is to say, ‘the conflict between the flesh and the sprit’. Those 

who are dead in sin cannot feel any such conflict, for in them there is no opposing 

principle to flesh. Such is the condition of Edward,    his conflict is one against 

himself his outward life to gain importance of social pleasure. Whereas, the glorified 

sprits in heaven can have no such conflicts, because in them the flesh has ceased, 

directing them towards an eternal world. Such choice of life is the part of Celia. In 

this present arena of time in which is fought the good fight of faith, that there can be a 

conflict of the nature described by St. Paul the apostle. 

“For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are 

contrary the one to the other: so that ye cannot do the things that ye would.” (Gal 

5:17) 

 

Therefore, the conflict mind within herself and others make way for a spiritual 

awakening her love cherished by a sort of spiritual fellowship shared by all the other 
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characters, but this kind of love is misunderstood by others except Sir Henry Harcourt 

Reilley. 

“But a revelation about my relationship with everybody” [6, p.131] 

The conflict arising from a fleshy sense against spiritual thought gets intense that 

make her say, 

“But the only word for it that I can find, is a sense of sin” [7, p.131]   

Celia’s relationship with Edward was just a right kind of relationship which was 

misunderstood early. Celia thinks to herself that her relationship with Edward was the 

cause of separation between Edward and his wife Lavinia. 

A thought of failure and dejection in Celia’s expression of her right kind of love make 

her feel sinful. 

“It is not the feeling of anything I’ve ever done… I feel I must atone” 

[8, p.134] 

The end of Celia’s conflict is spiritual grief, a spiritual sorrow leading to an act of 

holiness and a choice of Christian suffering 

 “For Godly grief produces repentance that lead to salvation without 

regret, whereas worldly grief produces death” (II Cor.7:10) 

It is this path of salvation Celia pursue at the end fighting a Victorian spiritual battle. 

Eliot had employed the concept of love of Christian fellowship which St. Paul 

emphasis in most of his epistles. 

“Bearing with one another and forgiving one another but above all 

these things put on love, which is the bond of perfection” (Col 2:3)  

Eliot emphasize this point of Christian love in fellowship where one is taught to bear 

in others weakness and make them glow in that manner of Christian love. This makes 

evidence in the play when Edward has changed in the second scene of Act I. 

Unaccountably, he wants Lavinia back. This at first Celia cannot believe, and puts it 

down to a temporal weakness; at such a moment Celia tries to lend him her strength. 

Will you assure me that everything is right…  

If that is right, Everything else will be, I promise you. [9, p.64]   

Celia’s love does not end up in a vague fashion of reflecting it but, take a climax of 

self surrender and sacrifice. – is a proclamation of the love of Christ by sacrificing 

her own life. The proclamation of Christian love follows a pattern of Christ suffering 

as mentioned   

           “He laid down his life for us and we ought to lay down our lives  

             for the brethren” (1 John 3:6) 
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The gospel of John teaches how as Christians are to discern true teachers by their 

ethics, their proclamation of Jesus Christ in flesh and by their love, which plays the 

background of ‘The cocktail party’. Sir Henry is felt to be the leader in the play. Since 

he has the over-ridding authority as a psychotherapist. The word Guardian is never 

specifically applied to them in the play, but sir Henry is rightly called to be so, for he 

acts as a ‘spiritual Guardian’ throughout the play; it inevitably suggest the Guardian 

angel; and consequently a kind of hint that the ‘Guardians’ have some kind of 

supernatural element or authority, a mysterious touch of priesthood, or even of 

something indefinable more than human, though appearing to be human flesh and 

blood; they are corporately to be considered as symbolizing the church in its care of 

souls. Or they may truly be interpreted spirits. That as the ‘Guardian’ a true members 

in the dynamic body of Christ like St. Paul who was , honored with this goal of 

edifying every soul that Christ may be glorified and every member of the community 

is considered edifying the church. 

“Every member has a gift, and there is no members without a gift… 

 some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers.”(Eph 4: 10’11) 

St. Paul said, for the equipping of the saints for the work of the ministry for the 

edification of the body of Christ in Eph 4:12. At this point, it is more important to 

note Eliot’s message for the need of Christian love in fellowship. St. Paul’s teaching 

on brotherly love;  is related to the love of this group of men and women called the 

‘Guardian’. As St. Paul said, that we are all members one of another in (Eph 4:25) 

“Admonishing one another in Christian love” (Col 3: 16) 

           “Do you realize this honored with this goal of edifying every soul that Christ 

may be glorified and every member of the community is considered edifying for the 

church” [10] 

Eliot believed that Christianity provided both the principles of personal order and the 

principles of social order. Eliot points out this very cleverly in his Christianity and 
Culture that a Christian society is completely based on religious order and morality. 

         “I cannot conceive a Christian society without religious order,                                                   

even purely contemplative orders, even enclosed orders” [11, p.48]    

A pattern of such an order he had completely framed from the New Testament gospels 

of          St. Paul is made evident in all most all of his plays, including the Cocktail 
Party.  

Eliot also believed that there must be an awakening of spiritual knowledge in the 

present age. 

        “We need to recover the sense of religious fear, so that it may be overcome by 

religious hope” [12, p.50]  
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 Eliot found that it can be possible not merely as an individual but by a community of 

souls which he called them as ‘Guardians’ in The Cocktail party. As Russel kirk 

marks,  

“For that kind of guardianship, the voice of moral authority, the guardians of ‘The 
Cocktail Party’ conceivably may stand” [13, p.291]    

It is more evident that Eliot had drew much of the serious theological gospel of St. 

Paul in the New Testament blending it in a modern stage without making any direct 

biblical terminology.  
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