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In the introduction to Karl Marx’s A contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right he describes religion as “the opiate of the masses” (Marx,1970), Marx saw religion as a machine with which the capitalist society he experienced self-regulated. In the twenty first century however, institutionalized religion does not occupy the same space in society as it once did. As outlined by The National Centre for Social Research who released a report into the changing attitudes of people in Britain between 1988 and 2018 found, the proportion of the British population identifying as Christian has fallen from two-thirds to just over one-third (BSA,2020). Provided in this essay will be examples of ways artists and philosophers have responded to how society now fulfills the many intrinsic needs we have beyond food, water and shelter at a time when more people are non-religious than ever. The human need for a sense of community, place and purpose are ever present today and the fulfillment of these needs as I see it, which were once wholly or in some part satisfied by institutionalized religion, has for the non-religious been entirely monopolized upon by capitalist forces. An important question is formed from this hypothesis such as how having a religion or lack thereof intersects with the modern issues of a late capitalist society. This essay will break down this question into examinations of the words, belief society and capitalism. Within these examinations will be a succinct cross-reference of artists and thinkers who contend directly with one or more of the three words. 

Belief

To believe is to step beyond truth, in the sense of what is knowable. Religious origin stories much like myths are tales which do not always fit into historical or scientific record nonetheless serve as the spring from which a culture grows. Religious institutions for the most part require a belief in a higher power and they to aspire in the faithful an alignment with the moralistic codes laid out in scripture.  Many thinkers and artists respond directly with the themes associated with belief as it pertains to the religions which have shaped the thoughts of society for millennium, in the latter part of Karen Armstrong’s book, The Great Transformation, she describes the significance of religions in the Axial Age as such, 

In every single one of the religions of the Axial Age, individuals have failed to measure up to their high ideals. In all these faiths, people have fallen prey to exclusivity, cruelty, superstition, and even atrocity. But at their core, the Axial faiths share an ideal of sympathy, respect and universal concern. The sages were all living in violent societies like our own. What they created was a spiritual technology that utilized natural human energies to counter this aggression.

One can view the development of religion as following a similar trajectory with the development of ideas which starts from a place of ignorance with the goal of truthful enlightenment, as Armstrong describes in her book axial age thinkers were both religious leaders as well as philosophical thinkers. (Armstrong,2011) This development of thought, spear headed by thinkers such as Socrates and Confucius, helped to form some semblance of order and truth into an otherwise chaotic and unknowable reality. A further exploration of the term belief and religion from the perspective of 19th century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche will lead to a far more somber interpretation as like Marx, Nietzsche identified religion is a form of social control.

In Nietzche’s Beyond Good and Evil he codified religion as competing moralities of the slave which represented the meek, humble and downtrodden plebian class, and the master morality which represents the strength and ambition of the aristocracy. More significant still was his belief that all human action is governed by a will to power “Wherever the religious neurosis has appeared on the earth so far, we find it connected with three dangerous prescriptions as to regimen: solitude, fasting, and sexual abstinence”. (Nietzsche, Hollingdale and Tanner, 1990) Nietzsche declares the moral virtues he saw being propagated by religions like Catholicism, such as equating poverty with piousness as mere tools with which the ruling elite subjugate the powerless.
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Fig. 1 Piss Christ Andres Serrano
[bookmark: _GoBack]The 1987 photograph Piss Christ by Andres Serrano is a striking example of a visual artists response to their own sense of disillusionment with institutionalized religions. To many the image of a crucifix in a glass tank of the artists own urine attacks the iconographical importance of the cross, a symbol core to Christian belief. The action was interpreted by many as purely blasphemous, some were so significantly offended that they were moved to violent action whilst it was exhibited in France in 2011. The work was “attacked with hammers and destroyed after an "anti-blasphemy" campaign by French Catholic fundamentalists in the southern city of Avignon.”  Serrano defends his work which he describes as a response to the “billion-dollar Christ for profit” industry that has consumed Christianity (Chrisafis, 2011). Whilst still identifying as a Christian the artist's work acts as a show of apostatizing himself from the irreligious views he saw being propagated in the name of his faith. Ultimately his views on belief are like both Armstrong and Nietzsche's in the assessment that those with religious beliefs whilst purporting to be acting for good, due to flaws in human nature, often fall short of living up to the moralistic traditions the religion expresses.
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Fig. 2 The Last Supper Before Going Out to Battle Adi Nes
In a similar juxtaposition of ideals to Serrano’s Piss Christ, Israeli photographer Adi Nes incorporates into his work Christian imagery with the aim of confronting his disillusionment of Israeli culture, partially the hyper-masculine ideal set out for Jewish men. His most famous photograph The Last Supper Before Going Out to Battle from his series Soldier presents the viewer with a recreation of Leonardo DaVinci's Last Supper with uniformed Israeli soldiers playing the part of Jesus and his disciples. In an article in The New York Times he describes his sense of social dissolution as stemming from his time in the military
The soldier series came out of his time in the Israeli army. He was a “fragile and sensitive child in the periphery,” who finally became part of a society when he entered the army. “I felt like I was married together to the men that served with me,” he said. A later experience as a reserve duty guard in a Palestinian detention house made him feel a lot less comfortable and left him disillusioned. It also led to the series “The Prisoners”. As a guard, he befriended one of the prisoners and realized that there was no way he would shoot his friend if he tried to escape.  (Furst,2012)
Nes’ use of the scene of from last supper is significant in many ways, it displays how men are expected to give their life for their country, to give unquestioning loyalty to the superior officer who commands life and death over them. The identity of the individual soldiers is removed with their army uniform and matching haircut, a soldier performs the part of Jesus as well as Judas presenting that the soldiers carry with them both good and evil. Nes is confronting Israel’s identity crisis, in a country reborn in conflict he questions whether from a sense of loyalty to their religion or ethnicity why people choose to stay. What Nes identifies is in seeking confirmation for one's worldview, or in defense of one's ideals the truest expression of belief and faith are found. As Israelis and Palestinians continue to die for a belief, both people exist somewhere beyond the black and white notions of good and evil, those absolute truths as Nietzsche expressed are inconceivable. 
Society 
The term society within the context of this essay can be read simply as being synonymous with community, it can be explained too as the order to which social interactions are mediated by the individual as part of a larger group. Guy Debord declares in his book The Society of the Spectacle how ‘The Spectacle’ through subsequent generations has produced an unthinking unquestioning consumer class of people blinded by manufactured need.     
The spectacle presents itself as a vast inaccessible reality that can never be questioned. Its sole message is: "What appears is good; what is good appears." The passive acceptance it demands is already effectively imposed by its monopoly of appearances, its manner of appearing without allowing any reply.
Debord questions too our ability to have honest mediations with the problems of society, as the commodification of everything including anti-establishmentarianism has prevented any real progress in searing society away from blind consumerism. Linder Sterling is an example of an artist who has helped to bridge this almighty crevasse in ways which subvert the normal operations of consumption, drawing from the examples provided by the 20th century Dada movement, Sterling's photomontages addresses how western society has commodified female sexuality.
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Fig. 3 Untitled Linder Sterling
In her untitled collection from 1976 Sterling presents the viewer with a juxtaposition between the many and often conflicting attributes aligned with women in society, the carefully thought-out photomontages combine overtly sexual imagery with the mundane in ways which highlight the absurd nature of a society which values women as objects rather than individuals. In this example sterling removes the identity of the model and replaces it with an iron, linking the domestication of women and the subjection of their physical form to the desires of a commodity driven society.
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Fig.4 Call Her Fatima Guilia Marchi
Focusing more broadly now on the intersecting nature of religion gender and ethnicity within society with her photo series Call Her Fatima Guilia Marchi presents the lives of Muslim women in China. The significance of this series as a documentary piece is made more so considering the extent to which in society the ruling Chinese Communist Party has gone to suppress religious thought and action of people. In an illumination of the experiences of Chinas repressed religious minorities Call Me Fatima opens the door to a hidden world, providing viewers an insider's perspective of a religious life under communist rule which is unadulterated by the irreligious ruling elite (Brooks, 2020). Marchi provides in each photo in her series a snapshot into a world suppressed by the society it is contained within.
Capitalism
Capitalism is the name given to current organization of society, a monetary system upon which humanity has pulled itself into a new age of abundance. The literature left by 19th and 20th century thinkers such as Karl Marks and Guy Debord identifies issues with the morality behind a society in which the means of production is not owned directly by the producers, in short organizing a business efforts around profits for a shareholder at the expense of both the consumer and producer. Moreover, Debord describes capitalism as being a blinding force which controls society, manifesting itself in manufactured wants and needs.
The spectacle presents itself simultaneously as society itself, as a part of society, and as a means of unification. As a part of society, it is ostensibly the focal point of all vision and all consciousness: But due to the very fact that this sector is separate, it is in reality the domain of delusion and false consciousness: the unification it achieves is nothing but an official language of universal separation. (Debord,1994)
Debord highlights the excesses of capitalism, so to does the photographer Lauren Greenfield in her work on Generation Wealth which highlights the excesses of the elite in capitalist societies. In her work Greenfield visits many different countries and observes the exported materialism which is ubiquitous amongst the seriously wealthy top percentage of people. In both her film and photobook, we bare witness vicariously through Greenfield’s lens, a world that entirely separates from most people. She also highlights the desire of people to get wealthy at any cost. 
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Fig.5 Generation Wealth Lauren Greenfield
This insatiable desire to accumulate wealth is reflected in her framing of her subjects which dominate the locations in which they inhabit. In a similar way which lets slip the mask of capitalism the American contemporary artist Ron English coopts cultural artifacts and icons, combining them in transformative ways presenting a new darker amalgamation of pop culture iconography. Named by English as ‘popaganda’ he confronts the excesses demanded by large multinational companies by using the very method of images-based control against them. 
[image: English Ron | Super Supper (2010) | MutualArt]
Fig. 6 Super Supper Ron English
None more significant of Ron’s artworks I feel support this essay than that of his depiction of the last supper, replacing Jesus with Ronald MacDonald provokes a discussion about what icons modern society holds most significant. English is clearly taking issue with the excesses of a modern capitalist society, as he depicts it capitalism is the religion and holds the hearts and minds of people with easy to consume icons such as Mickey Mouse or Homer Simpson, which as Debord would describe are nothing more than tools with which capitalism controls the operations and direction of society. 
The question resolves therefore as much as one can try to separate the themes of belief society and capitalism as they are intrinsically intertwined. I set out with the question of how society has resolved to address intrinsic needs of people beyond the necessities governed by biology. In the first section of this essay I identified how belief and religion helped to mold the society we live. I identified how both Nietzsche and Armstrong both concede there are many issues with the hegemony of institutionalized religion. 
Debord goes one step further and equates capitalism as the new religion which dominates the minds of its congregation, cathedrals of stain glass depicting biblical stories are replaced with malls adorned with advertisements manufacturing desire. The organization of a society around consumption has left the world polluted, both physically but also in the minds of people who are driven by vapid trends, this need to fit into a society of acquisition finds itself as equally important as the need for food and water. 
In this essay I have provided examples of how visual artists have responded to ways our global capitalist society addresses the need for a sense of community, place and purpose. These issues shown by the visual artists which were once wholly or in some part satisfied by institutionalized religion, has for the non-religious been entirely monopolized upon by capitalist forces leading to greater levels of inequality and division. The secondary question formed from this hypothesis requires an understanding of how having a religion or lack thereof intersects with the modern issues of a late capitalist society. Sub questions following these two initial questions are as such; which issues of society are of primary importance, how have visual artists attempted to address these issues and how Marxist literature has helped to form the thoughts of visual artists who take issue with capitalism. Future writing on the matter will require a comprehensive breakdown of 19th 20th and 21st century thinkers which interact with societal structuring, as I have identified in this essay the issues of society are interlinked with other metaphysical concepts. Extending this essay for a 6000-word dissertation with a breakdown of the relationship between art and belief, the commodification of art and how the art world reflects consumer capitalism both as part and critique of a system it serves. 
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