Published by

British Journal of ar
Contemporary =
Research BEXFORD
PUBLISHING

Toward a Spiritual Renaissance: Indian Spirituality and the Global Vision

of Peace in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land

Original Research Article | Volume 1 | Issue 6 | 2026 | Article Number: 086
Accepted: 04 November 2026 | Published: 10 November 2026 | ISSN: 2979-8582 (Online)

2 Crossref : https://doi.org/10.67693/BJCR-UTXTFK4X

Vijay Shankar
Assistant Professor, Department Of English, H. P. S. College, Nirmali (Supaul), Bihar, India
VS 0009-0002-8822-0974

Correspondence: Vijay Shankar, vijaysh1985@gmail.com

Abstract

This paper deals with the messages of world peace conveyed through the Indian spirituality in T.
S. Eliot's masterpiece poem “The Waste land”, published hundred years ago after first World War
and Spanish flu pandemic in 1922. This paper aims to explore utility of the poem at present
context and necessity of Indian spiritual thoughts for global peace and solidarity. The Waste Land
not only as a record of cultural crisis but as a poetic reflection on spiritual renewal and universal
peace, achieved by combining Eastern wisdom with Western literary style. T.S. Eliot was a
representative poet of early 20th century English poetry. He learnt Sanskrit and Pali languages and
had read the Bhagavad-Gita. He imbibed the main teachings of the Bhagavad-Gita that influenced
his mind and poetry. His interests in the Upanisads of Indian philosophy is reflected in his epoch
making poem “The Waste Land”. The paper highlights Eliot’s intentional use of Sanskrit
terms—especially the Upanishadic trio Datta (give), Dayadhvam (sympathize), and Damyata
(control)—as moral commands that can address modern humanity’s ethical challenges. In terms of
method, the paper uses a comparative and interdisciplinary approach, mixing literary modernism
with Eastern metaphysics and peace studies. It claims that Eliot’s engagement with Indian ideas
foreshadows current discussions on cross-cultural ethics and global humanism.
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Introduction

History repeats itself and literature reflects historical events. Now When we are going to celebrate the 104®
anniversary of the publication of the epoch making poem “The Waste Land”, the thought of War and
pandemic that occurred a century ago, haunts our mind. The poem was published just at the end of first
World War and Spanish flu (pandemic) in 1922. The Poem consists of 433 lines. These lines have been
divided into five sections under the following titles, ‘The Burial of the Dead’, ‘A Game of Chess’, ‘The
Fire Sermon’, ‘Death by Water’ and ‘What the Thunder Said’. The whole poem mostly is written in
English, but words of other languages are quoted throughout the poem without translation such as from
Latin, Greek, French, German, Sanskrit and Italian. It has the essence of European and Asian thought and
literature. Thus the poem is a piece of world literature dealing with global issues of human suffering such
as war, pandemic etc. It is an epic of depressed human beings and their intense desire to live and continue
to live having unreal dreams in heart. The Present study tries to explore how different aspects of modern
society presented in the poem continue to possess in contemporary relevance. Eliot’s “The waste Land” is
one of the most important poetic expressions of the twentieth-century modernist mind. Written after the
First World War, the poem shows a civilization struggling with cultural breakdown, moral weariness, and
spiritual emptiness. Western intellectual traditions, once firm in religious certainty and humanist values,
seem broken in Eliot’s poetic world, replaced by robotic routines, emotional distance, and a general feeling
of pointlessness. The poem’s broken form, many voices, and mythical references reflect this state of
societal collapse. Early critical views mostly saw The Waste Land as a poem of hopelessness—a lament
for Western culture crushed by historical shock and spiritual void. Critics like F. R. Leavis and Cleanth
Brooks focused on its irony, detachment, and complex structure, placing the poem squarely within high
modernist art. Yet, these readings often overlooked the poem’s creative urges and its connection with
non-Western ways of thinking.

More recent research has started to see that The Waste Land not only points out cultural decline but also
suggests paths to spiritual healing that go beyond European viewpoints. Key to this healing idea is Eliot’s
deep connection with Indian thought and spirituality. His reading of Sanskrit texts during his studies at
Harvard—especially the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita—deeply shaped his intellect and poetic
vision. Unlike exotic interpretations that make Eastern ideas seem strange, Eliot uses Indian spiritual ideas
as moral checks on the excesses of modern Western life. This paper argues that The Waste Land expresses
a worldwide view of peace based on Indian spiritual understanding. The well-known final chant "Shantih
Shantih Shantih" works not just as a symbol of ending but as a deep calling for the transcendent
peace—santi—that comes from self-mastery, kindness, and unselfish action. By highlighting this mix of
cultures, the study presents Eliot as a poet of spiritual harmony whose modernist poetry leads to a shared
humanism. In late twentieth-century criticism, a notable shift occurred, especially with comparative and
postcolonial perspectives. Scholars such as K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar and B. C. Southam pointed out Eliot's
intellectual connection to Sanskrit works and Eastern philosophy. These examinations suggest that the
Upanishadic impact on The Waste Land is not accidental or symbolic but is fundamental to its moral
outlook. Yet, while this criticism recognizes Indian spirituality, it frequently fails to consider the poem as
expressing a worldwide ethic of peace. Recent studies that combine literary analysis with peace studies and
intercultural philosophy have presented new avenues of thought. However, a full interpretation of The
Waste Land as a poetic argument for global peace—grounded in Indian spiritual ideas and examining the
ethical problems of modern people—has not been thoroughly explored. This paper aims to fill this
important gap by highlighting Indian spirituality not just as a source of inspiration but as the way of
knowing that forms the poem's path toward healing.
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Indian Spiritual Epistemology and Ethical Humanism

This study is rooted in Indian spiritual epistemology as found in the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita,
combined with modernist literary theory and intercultural humanism. Instead of seeing Indian philosophy
only as a source for symbols, this paper uses it as an ethical and epistemological guide to reinterpret The
Waste Land as a poem responding to a worldwide moral crisis. The Bhagavad Gita offers a practical
ethical philosophy based on karma (action), dharma (moral duty), and vairagya (detachment). Its focus on
acting with discipline, without needing specific results (niskama karma), fits with Eliot’s interest in moral
responsibility during times of chaos. The Gita’s call for self-control, kindness, and balance provides a
structure for ethical action in a divided world—the very situation described in The Waste Land. The
Upanishadic command—Datta (giving), Dayadhvam (compassion), and Damyata (self-control)}—which
Eliot uses at the poem’s end, acts as an ethical set of principles drawn directly from Indian spiritual
teachings. This paper uses these commands as a way to understand the poem’s journey from despair to
possible renewal. They represent not just personal virtues but a shared ethical plan that can bring back
social unity and worldwide harmony. This approach is also shaped by intercultural humanism, which
promotes finding ethical common ground across different cultural traditions. Eliot’s use of Indian
spirituality challenges the Western focus of modernist criticism and points toward modern global ethics.
The poem’s final chant of “Shantih Shantih Shantih” is understood through the Upanishadic idea of peace
as a spiritual state that goes beyond logical thought and historical circumstances. Thus, this Paper analyses
“The Waste Land” at the meeting point of modernist challenges and ancient spiritual wisdom.

Pandemic and the people

In 1918, a contagious Pandemic which is nicknamed as Spanish flu, broke out in Europe and soon spread
out across the world like Covid-19. It was an influenza virus which broke just after the World War I and it
came into UK in the month of April, that's why, "April is the cruelest month" to poet. The pandemic
snatched away the family members of the poet one by one. Out of the four consequent waves of the
pandemic, the second wave was deadly one to the poet's aunt, who died in December 1918 due to this fatal
disease and further, his father passed away in January 1919.Simultaneously, T. S. Eliot and his wife,
Vivien, caught by the virus in December 1918. The virus affected the poet and his wife badly making them
too weak physically and mentally. In the poem he describes the effect of virus on the physical and mental
health of people :

He who was living is now dead
We who were living are now dying
With a little patience."

The poem mourns the deaths during the pandemic which killed millions of people and changed the daily
routine of people making them depressed and frustrated apart from World War. The fear of virus closed
schools, churches, and business premises and crowded hospitals with patients. Similarly, We have seen in
the wake of Corona virus after 100 years of previous pandemic. People were haunted by thoughts of
infection of virus. We have seen how people were fear of getting in touch and maintained distances
between them. How covid-19 globally affected the life of people in its first and second deadly attack. In
the same way, we go through the portrayal in the poem. Cities looked as unreal and masked people's fixed
eyes followed their feet and time on the watch to come back home. As the poem depicts:

'Eliot, T. S. The Waste Land. General Press, 2022.
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Unreal City

A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,

1 had not thought death had undone so many
Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled

And each man fixed his eyes before his feet
Flowed up the hill and down King William Street®

Eliot studied Sanskrit and Indian philosophy during his academic years at Harvard. His interest in Eastern
thought was not superficial; he engaged deeply with texts like the Bhagavad Gita and the Upanishads. The
moral emphasis of the Gita on performing one's duty selflessly and the Upanishadic pursuit of inner
realization resonated with Eliot's own spiritual search. Eliot’s own conversion to Anglican Christianity
coexists with his appreciation of Indian spirituality, suggesting an inclusive approach to spiritual wisdom.
He believed that universal truths can emerge from diverse religious traditions and that peace is possible
when humanity transcends narrow boundaries of nation, race, and dogma.

The early sections of the poem—*“The Burial of the Dead,” “A Game of Chess,” and “The Fire
Sermon”—describe a spiritually sterile world, filled with sexual perversion, emotional detachment, and
cultural fragmentation. The poem paints a modern civilization in decline, drawing on images of dryness
and desolation:

“What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish?”
Global peace through Indian Spirituality

Throughout the poem from first to fourth section, Eliot Relates ‘the strange disease of modern life’ and
raises questions about materialistic desire of modern life but in the last section, he provides cure through
Indian spiritual values. In the last section, ‘What the thunder said’, he conveys the three thunder voices da,
da, da, as messages of peace that can only save humanity from hatred and war. The thunder of destructive
and explosive war weapons cause fear and hopelessness among “sullen faces” of war victims who are
cursed to live in “mudcracked houses” or trenches. Those who are victims of war, need compassion and
sympathy of war strategists.

The poem through the image of sunken Ganga river implies that human values has become less than
normal in this modern life. The holy river, Ganga which has been a symbol of purity of thought and
character, seems to be thin and unwell in this stony material world. The “Himavant” who is the father of
river Ganga waiting for water (Shanti) from distant selfish black clouds who has no compassion for dying
flora and fauna in absence of water. Then the thunder speaks the three key words for peace(Shanti). T. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land stands as a monumental work in modernist poetry, known for its fragmented
structure, multicultural allusions, and stark portrayal of spiritual emptiness. In a world torn by war and
moral decay, Eliot seeks not merely to document disintegration but to suggest paths toward recovery. One
of the most profound aspects of the poem is its embrace of Indian spirituality, particularly through its
closing lines, which draw from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. Eliot’s inclusion of the Sanskrit words
“Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata.” and “Shantih shantih shantih” implies that Eastern wisdom can offer a
balm to Western despair, and that global peace is attainable through self-control, compassion, and inner
tranquility. The poem was influenced by Brihadaranyaka Upanishad which emphasizes to give up

%ibid
3Eliot, T. S. The Waste Land. General Press, 2022.
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materialistic thinking of sensual pleasures. It repeatedly emphasizes to follow the three eternal principles
of peace and prosperity — Charity or donation (“Datta”), Compassion (“Dayadhvam”), and Self-control
(“Damyata”)— to achieve ultimate liberation (“Moksha”) from different kinds of woes and sufferings of
complex modern life. The poem displays the isolated modern society which is fragmented and dissociated
due to first World War and Spanish flu , the rise of the scientific materialism led by industrial revolution
have diverted the modern men who have lost the age-old spiritual and moral values. The poem denotes the
modern people who is materialistically rich and privileged but spiritually discontented and dead. People
wish to liberate themselves from woes and attachment but They have linked themselves with material
world and fear of “death by water”(Shanti) or detachment from material world. Today, we are
overwhelmed by imminent fear of World War and have witnessed destruction of previous Wars. How it
mitigated the happy life of people by enforcing soldiers to an unwanted bloodshed . It ruined civilization
and left an unforgettable nightmarish experience of war in the mind of people to the coming generations.
The dance of death that played out in the battlefields left behind it, marginalized families, distorted minds,
sunken eyes ,Broken hearts etc. Religion like a parent looks after human civilizations since the day when
they were in cradles. Now helpless and orphaned Mankind is looking for a shelter to heal wounded hearts
from a overshadowing fear of imminent war . One and only resort for wounded humanity is Peace which
not only imply ‘absence of war’ but justice, equality, solidarity for Mankind and ‘freedom from fear’.

A cultural and spiritual dialogue between the East and West

The Waste Land must be read as a cultural and spiritual dialogue between the East and West. Eliot presents
Indian spirituality not as exotic ornamentation but as a serious philosophical response to the modern
condition. It’s an effective remedy of strange diseases of Modern Age which has engulfed the western
world with capitalism. By integrating Eastern wisdom into a Western literary framework, Eliot
symbolically unites two worldviews and calls for a spiritual synthesis. In a century marked by two world
wars, colonialism, and the fragmentation of meaning, Eliot’s use of Indian thought offers a timeless
message: that peace—both personal and global—requires introspection, restraint, and compassion. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land is more than a reflection of post-war despair; it is a subtle prescription for spiritual
healing. By invoking Indian spiritual concepts—particularly from the Upanishads—Eliot proposes a path
toward personal and global peace. The poem culminates in a universal message: that through giving,
sympathizing, and self-control, humanity can transcend the “waste land” of modern existence. The final
chant of “Shantih shantih shantih” resonates as a universal call for peace, emphasizing that global harmony
is not a political act alone, but a spiritual and moral endeavor rooted in ancient, enduring wisdom.

Conclusion

Indian spirituality upholds the concept of global peace and it follows the path of ‘Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam (The world is one family)’. Since a war is a mental urge of hatred and anger, it only can be
mitigated by peace and love. Without realization of inner self and purpose of life, there can’t be any peace
and happiness at the global level. In nutshell, the poem is universal in theme and content. It is not for an
age but for all coming ages. It’s a epic of the modern complex life and its problems leading to solution in
Indian Spiritual values. T.S. Eliot’s "The Waste Land", when seen through the sacred lens of Indian
Spirituality, becomes more than a poem—it emerges as a profound meditation on the soul’s yearning for
peace amidst the chaos of a broken world. Rooted deeply in the ancient wisdom of Indian spirituality, the
poem reflects the eternal cycles of birth, death, and rebirth that shape human life, reminding us that
suffering and renewal are inseparable threads in the fabric of existence. Indian spiritual concepts like
Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksha reflected through Eliot’s verses, offering a vision where mental peace
arises not from external achievements but from inner awakening. Through Indian Spirituality, "The Waste
Land" conveys a message to the western world that true peace is achievable only through
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ahimsha(non-violence) and compassion to the humanity. That true peace blossoms when we recognize the
divine presence within ourselves and all of the creation of God.Through this spiritual embrace, the poem
invites humanity to step beyond despair and fragmentation, inspiring a collective journey towards harmony
grounded in love, forgiveness, and spiritual unity. Ultimately, The poem becomes a sacred bridge
connecting East and West and giving the global message of peace to the world.
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