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Natural Law, Eugenic Dystopia, and The Abolition of Man (1943)
“The very act of studying diverse ethical theories, as theories, exaggerates the practical differences between them. While we are studying them from that point of view we naturally and, for that purpose, rightly seize on the marginal case where the theoretical difference goes with a contradiction between the injunctions, because it is the experimentum crucis. But the exaggeration useful in one inquiry must not be carried over into other inquiries. . . .
“You will not suspect me of trying to reintroduce in its full Stoical or medieval rigour the doctrine of Natural Law. Still less am I claiming as the source of this substantial ethical agreement anything like Intuition or Innate Ideas. Nor, Theist though I am, do I here put forward any surreptitious argument for Theism. My aim is more timid. It is even negative. I deny that we have any choice to make between clearly differentiated ethical systems. I deny that we have any power to make a new ethical system. I assert that wherever and whenever ethical discussion begins we find already before us an ethical code whose validity has to be assumed before we can even criticize it. For no ethical attack on any of the traditional precepts can be made except on the ground of some other traditional precept. You can attack the concept of justice because it interferes with the feeding of the masses, but you have taken the duty of feeding the masses from the world-wide code.” –“On Ethics” (ca. 1940-1942)
The Basic Conflict within Natural Law Theory

The Classical-Medieval Synthesis

The classical Stoic and Roman view of natural law, along with its medieval Christian development and synthesis, made distinctions between the eternal, divine law and the natural, human law.  Laws are those rules regarding action made for the community by the one who has care for the community. Divine providence, as the universal one who cares for the human community, gives eternal law. Natural law’s participation in the eternal law explains how it can be both diverse yet still have a consensus that is greater than any one culture. Natural law is knowable by all humans and is placed in their hearts, their moral center, by God, though how this takes place is much debated—for some, there are practical and pedagogical elements in imparting it; one cultivates moral desires by being exposed to the natural law, and this cultivation can be imperfect and applied in imperfect codes. 
Even if the sinfulness of humanity has weakened moral and ethical understanding, the rationality and ethical traditions of cultures have a place in understanding what is right and wrong. Human beings, as created by God, are rational beings. It is in our nature to think through and apply matters of principle. Prudential rationality (i.e. practical reason) puts the natural law into practice. Laws can be considered right if they bring about some good. All humans incline, however imperfectly, to the good, and human actions that imperfectly carry out the good are, therefore, often defective. 
Some things, then, are naturally good. These goods are not just subjective; they exist outside ourselves and help perfect our defects. Mere convention or custom, as well as simple community consensus, cannot be the basis for natural law. The good to be done is justice concretely carried out in social life, and those positive, actual laws are needed in every polity to put the natural law into practice, as well as to restrain human wickedness. In practice natural law can involve a catalogue of natural goods; a master rule; a prudential method, and/or a set of embodied virtues. Even defective laws are often so because they perceive a picture of the good in question in a distorted manner. The natural law, in this sense, acts as a guide to the positive law’s practical attempts at pursuing the good and restricts itself to the general truths of social benevolence, familial life, and so forth.
The Enlightenment Shift and Modernist Rejection

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this understanding of natural law began to change. At first, the natural law became more associated with divine and human commands, and the attempt was to create a perfect system that enshrined the natural law. But quickly the need for divine law was jettisoned, and natural law became increasingly those systems that were purported to be based upon purely animal needs derived from “a state of nature,” (either violent or paradisial) and in turn, these theories gave rise to the language of social contract and of political rights. Rights accorded to individuals alone were defined as those actions guaranteed to be either free of harsh state-restriction or as possessing a minimum of government involvement. Social life became redefined as assessing the needs of separate persons acting in voluntary association rather than within larger natural polities created by God. The independent status of family, clan, community, or parish was discounted as having any real existence (i.e. subsidiarity), while human reason acts autonomously to satisfy basic self-interest and desires and to achieve human happiness. 
Eventually modern positivism even set these aside for a variety of attempts to base law on social sentiment, utility, and simply strongly held emotions and opinions. There can be no unified nomic ideal behind the infinitely diversity of human cultures and mores.  There can only be temporary social constructions—the general will of a polity arising out of irrational convictions. There is no law that is not artificial and positive. Human rights are nothing more than popular will afforded for certain common ends or even for the benefit of only certain classes or groups. All law is coercive because power is what keeps any law workable, and laws are only as good as the willingness to abide by them and enforce them.  
Lewis’ Answer

C.S. Lewis in his The Abolition of Man seems to be arguing for the proposition that there is such a thing as natural law in the older classic or medieval sense, and he is also rejecting ethical naturalism in the Enlightenment and modern positivist senses. Lewis holds that the Tao is objective; it stands outside us. We cannot begin with our experience as the test of what is right and wrong. We argue from, rather than to, the Tao. We can be educated into it and learn to develop and clarify it, but we cannot make moral judgments outside it. Our “moral platitudes” are from the beginning (both of humanity of each person’s moral imaginary); they are intellectus, that is rationally perceived as true. Only then do we practice ratio, the procedural debate as to how to work them out in practice. All this is self-evident only to those who reside within the Tao because the natural law is cultivated through studying moral examples and narratives. 
At the same time, the modernist use of “Nature” is reductive. It reduces the natural world to that which is quantifiable, efficient, and “valueless.” There is no purely “natural” way (in the modern naturalist sense) to adjudicate our various instincts; there is no final purpose for existence. There is no purely natural hierarchy of instincts that allow us to choose in a consistent and principled way one instinct over another. “Our instincts are at war,” that is our wills are divided. Nor can one reduce ethic decisions to utilitarian consequences. Lewis’ objection to “The Green Book” (i.e. Alec King and Martin Ketley’s The Control of Language) is that they reduce all ethical feeling to subjective emotions. King and Ketley dismiss any traditional value judgments as simply non-referential and untrustworthy, yet they bring in numerous non-traditional modern values under the guise of calm rationality and social science. In effect, they teach the young reader to shame any values but the authors’ own. The language of nature is used to justify the control of some over others.
But Lewis is, of course, not agreeing with the reduction of law to power. Rather than promote the more specifics of “Christian Behavior” as he did in his 1942 BBC radio talks, he focuses on the common ethical principles that Ancient Near Eastern, Classical, Christian, and East and Southeast Asian cultures share in common. Most of his examples in the appendix he drew from John Buchanan Riddell’s Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics (1908-1926). Lewis’ project, rather than strictly a full-blown natural law, was what he called a “negative” one, one that offered the large consensus of general ethics in world cultures as evidence of the Tao. 
Discussion Questions

1. The Abolition of Man was written in 1943. Does it still apply today? Why and/or why not?
2. Is there such a thing as a common Tao that all human cultures share?
3. Where do our ethical and legal principles come from, anyway?
4. How important is moral education to Lewis’ vision?
5. What does Lewis mean by “men without chests”?

6. Is he correct to argue that outside the Tao there are no consistent moral methods?

7. Why does Lewis hold that the educational “Innovator” has no practical moral reason?
8. Why does he believe that there is little or no preservation of the species instinct?

9. Likewise, why does Lewis contend that modern ideologies are simply fragmentary pieces of the Tao become destructive?

10. How does Lewis’ understanding of the Tao compare with his rejection of the doctrine of the unchanging human heart in A Preface to Paradise Lost?

Dystopia and Eugenics

“But we want a man hagridden by the Future—haunted by visions of an imminent heaven or hell upon earth—ready to break the Enemy’s commands in the Present if by so doing we make him think he can attain the one or avert the other—dependent for his faith on the success or failure of schemes whose end he will not live to see. We want a whole race perpetually in pursuit of the rainbow’s end, never honest, nor kind, nor happy now, but always using as mere fuel wherewith to heap the altar of the Future every real gift which is offered them in the Present.”—The Screwtape Letters (1942)
Dystopia (“bad place”): An utopian vision of a feared world or society, often based on some or all of the typical principles of utopian planners.

Kakotopia/Cacotopia: Dystopian visions of the worst possible conditions for human life and flourishing. Sometimes, kakotopia is used synonymously with dystopia or anti-utopia.

While we will be discussing the concept of a dystopia in more detail when we read That Hideous Strength, it will help to begin to establish some definitions, as well as get a better sense of what Lewis feared and spoke out against. Lewis imagines a world not unlike Huxley’s Brave New World, though he as likely had Olaf Stapleton’s First and Last Men in mind. Dystopias are often imaginaries as to what the world would be like if one group’s utopian dreams were put into practice. Utopias make judgments about human capacity: organization, polity, vocation and work, love, and so on. Not all utopians believe humans to be perfectible; some hold that humans can be improved and that their social order can be better adapted. Still, there is often a fundamental irony at the heart of utopian projects that seek to maximize human desire yet restrain or regulate them at almost every turn. Utopians trade in ideals—ideal leaders, ideal governments, ideal economies, ideal people, ideal families, and so on. One of the chief troubles for utopian planners and activists is the singular nature of their visions; they do not include the complexity, compromise, and diversity of actual human communities. Likewise, a static vision of utopia cannot account for human diversity, competition, and unforeseen/unpredictable elements and inventions. Near the question of freedom and restraint is the related question of community and the individual, as well as that of driving visions of communitarianism and individualism. Alongside these are assumptions of uniformity and difference, of vocation and membership, of superiority and inferiority, as well as of class, merit, choice and adaptability. Each of these sets of beliefs and practices can only be answered with a particular vision of personhood and polity/civitas.

Utopians distance or defamiliarize or otherwise make strange the familiar time and locale of our now; they can offer a series of imaginative (or even real) counterfactuals. Utopias and dystopias depend upon elements of recognition and challenges of difference. They must be recognizably human with human virtues and vices; at the same time, they trade in “what if”s. Some dystopias are speculative scenarios of the “given that this could happen” type, while others are more dire, arguing “given that this trend continues” this is what could happen. Distance in the future doesn’t automatically guarantee a dystopia like the former, for example. The Time Machine, yet in general the closer in time to the present, the more the dystopia fits the second category.  
For real-world readers of utopias and dystopias, there are a number of possible emotional responses across this line of difference. For utopian projects this sensing of difference can be accompanied by queasiness, by mockery, by disdain, by incredulity, by curiosity, by admiration, even by hunger. The truly dystopian seek in us responses of shock and horror, perhaps dark laughter, but above all, foreboding. They count on a certain measure of dislocation and loss.

Discussion Questions
1. How does Lewis imagine a world in which utopian Conditioners create a dystopia of oligarchic tyranny?

2. How do Conditioners use the language of “Nature” to justify the destruction of nature and of the basic dignity and civility of humanity?

3. How are the Conditioners deluded by a dream of continuous unilateral progression?

4. Likewise, how are they blind to their own hatred of the masses, the Conditioned?

5. How does Lewis’ scenario seek to shape his audience’s need for the Tao?

6. What do you think? Is such a nightmare dystopia possible?
Transposition” (Pentecost, 22 May 1944)

Lewis’ 1944 Pentecost address at the chapel of Mansfield College, Oxford explores the phenomena of speaking in tongues, glossolalia, in order to explore the wider phenomena called “transposition,” that is the expression of a higher medium within a lower one. For this to be the case, the lower medium must have more than one possible meaning, a mundane one and a superior one. Yet without experience of the superior, one suffers from aspect blindness; one cannot tell the mundane and superior apart, and when it comes to the truly spiritual, it is closed to any attempt to unpack its experience without the gift of grace. 
Lewis compares this to something almost sacramental, a phenomena like transubstantiation. As such, the mundane world is the inferior, the symbol, or the blanched representative. It is the supernatural, heavenly world that is the greater, more real existence. Transposition is neither developmentalism nor docetism, but the transcendent real that has always existed and that absorbs the material and mundane up into itself. 

1. Lewis uses a number of illustrations and scenarios to make his point. Do you find these valuable? Why and/or why not?

2. Would you agree that trying to understand the higher via the lower alone always leads to reductionism?

3. Some have accused Lewis’ model of falling into dualism, albeit of a Platonic variety. Would you agree and/or disagree?

4. Does Lewis’ model of transposition have anything to teach us about his version of natural law in the Tao?

