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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The old adage You shouldnôt judge a book by its cover could not be more 

apropos when used of two of the most significant philosophical, moral, and cultural 

critiques of the twentieth century: C. S. Lewis (1898-1964) and The Abolition of Man
1
 

and the joint work of Max Horkheimer (1895-1973) and Theodor W. Adorno (1903-69) 

in their Dialectic of Enlightenment.
2
  At first glance, these two books appear 

unimpressive in stature.  However, each work attempts a philosophically rigorous and 

substantive account of the precarious state of affairs for humanity in their time.  Released 

in the same year (1944), both books were written during, and greatly influenced by, the 

horrors of WWII, the tragedies of the Great War still fresh in the authorsô minds.  And 

yet, intriguingly, there appears to be no reciprocal influence (or even an awareness of the 

other) in either direction between the authors.  Notwithstanding, the authors explore 

many common themes including the following: the history of Western civilization, the 

nature of reason and rationality, human nature, the subject-object relation, the question of 

ethical normativity, the human struggle against and conquest of nature, the increasing 

detachment of science from practical life, the encroaching dominance of industry and 

technology in the form of a growing technocracy, and the resulting loss of personal 

liberty and dignity through increasing forms of dehumanization in mass culture and 

                                                 
 

1
 C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man: Reflections on Education with Special Reference to the 

Teaching of English in the Upper Forms of Schools, Riddell Memorial Lectures, 15th Series (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1944; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001). Hereafter cited as Abolition. 

2
 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical 

Fragments, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott 
(Amsterdam: Querido, 1947; repr., Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002). Hereafter Dialectic. 
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society.  In this regard, both works belong to the prominent corpus of twentieth-century 

conservative and radical critiques of the excesses of Enlightenment (Aufklärung) 

thoughtða distorted view of rationality, a groundless system of morality, and a 

dehumanizing approach to cultureðor Enlightenment rationalism. 

This dissertation argues, by way of critical comparative analysis, that Lewis, 

given his Christian theological and philosophical foundations, provides the more cogent 

and coherent evaluation of the problems for Western civilization due to the excesses of 

Enlightenment rationalism than the critical theorists Adorno and Horkheimer.  The 

argument in defense of this thesis begins with a critical summary and analysis of the main 

lines of thought contained in Lewisô Abolition and Adorno and Horkheimerôs Dialectic, 

each treated separately.  The goal is to provide the reader with a careful exposition and 

explication of the two works, drawing on current scholarship in addition to providing new 

insights where possible.  Next, I provide a critique of the two works based on three 

central themes: rationality, morality, and culture.  I give special attention to the many 

fascinating similarities between Lewis and Adorno and Horkheimer, while also 

concentrating on the key differences in their overall theories, evaluations, and 

conclusions.  The primary goal is to demonstrate the superiority of Lewisô philosophical 

arguments, his greater prophetic and poetic vision, and the truth of the Christian 

worldview over against the atheistic, neo-Marxist alternative propounded by Adorno and 

Horkheimer.    

Background and Provenance 

It would help to begin with a brief discussion of the historical background to 

the authors and the provenance of their two works.  Despite the great confidence in 

modern manôs critical powers, as well as enormous strides in scientific and technological 

progress, those living within the first half of the twentieth century found themselves 

surrounded by forms of human bondage and barbarism: the collapse of the Weimar 
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Republic, the rise of Hitler and Nazism, the horrific persecution of Jews throughout 

Europe, the battles of WWII, the expansions of state power into various versions of 

totalitarianism, the growth of abusive socio-economic as well as technocratic powers, 

increasing control of individuals and society through efforts of social conditioning and 

social engineering, and so forth.  Consequently, the authors share many somber themes 

and deep concerns regarding the uncertain success or failure of Western civilization, 

which seemed to waffle upon a precipice.  In fact, many commentators and critics of the 

two books have described each as offering an alarming, dystopic vision of the future, 

especially in light of the major social upheavals and human atrocities of the 30s and 40s.  

Yet, it is in this historical context that Lewis and Adorno and Horkheimer write their 

major philosophical, moral, and cultural critiques.   

C. S. Lewis and The Abolition of Man 

Lewis was born in Belfast, Ireland, of devout Christian parents.  He later 

moved to Oxford to pursue university studies in which he greatly excelled.  He eventually 

was awarded a teaching and tutoring post at Magdalen College, Oxford, in 1925, where 

he briefly taught philosophy and later English.  Having abandoned his Christian 

upbringing in his earlier years, he professed to be an avowed atheist.  However, in time 

Lewis became intellectually dissatisfied with his atheism, and thus became more open to 

considering and experimenting with other modes of thought.  Eventually, after many 

twists and turns along the way of his spiritual journey, Lewis converted first to theism in 

1929 and later to Christianity in 1931.
3
   

                                                 
 

3
 Lewis sums up this (philosophical) journey succinctly: ñOn the intellectual side my own 

progress had been from ópopular realismô to Philosophical Idealism; from Idealism to Pantheism; from 
Pantheism to Theism; and from Theism to Christianity.ò C. S. Lewis, The Pilgrimôs Regress: An 
Allegorical Apology for Christianity, Reason and Romanticism (London: J. M. Dent, 1933; repr., with 
preface, London: Geoffrey Bles, 1943; repr., with illustrations by Michael Hague, Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1997), 200. Lewis describes his journey and eventual conversion in greater detail in his 
autobiographical work Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1955; repr., 
San Diego: Harcourt, 1966). Also, see C. S. Lewis to his brother Warren Lewis, October 1931, in The 
Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 2, Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931-1949, ed. Walter Hooper 
(New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 7-8. In addition, numerous biographers of Lewis have written on the 
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After his conversion to Christianity, his writing career began to finally take 

shape, and he would later garner great literary fame, which has lasted to the present.  His 

first published book of moral philosophy appeared in 1933, his allegorical work The 

Pilgrimôs Regress, in which he contrasts Christianity with various extreme philosophies 

of life.  But, Lewis is more well-known for his delectable childrenôs fantasy novels, the 

Narnian Chronicles; his theological and philosophical analysis of the issues of pain and 

suffering in his treatise on The Problem of Pain; his satirical theological musings in The 

Screwtape Letters; and his celebrated BBC broadcast talks, which were eventually 

published as the classic Mere Christianity.
4
  Given the close proximity of a number of 

these works to his writing of Abolition, they are gleaned along with several of his essays 

for important insights into his views reflected in the book.   

As the first president of the Oxford Socratic Club, and due to his regular 

participation in this forum, Lewis was accustomed to engaging some of the leading 

philosophers of his day on a variety of issues.
5
  One of the reoccurring topics was the 

debate over the objectivity or subjectivity of moral values.  Walter Hooper explains, ñBy 

now enough had been said both at the Socratic meetings and elsewhere to indicate that a 

                                                 
 
subject, including: George Sayer, Jack: A Life of C. S. Lewis, 2nd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1994); 
David C. Downing, The Most Reluctant Convert (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2002); Roger Lancelyn 
Green and Walter Hooper, C. S. Lewis: A Biography (London: Collins, 1974); Bruce L., Edwards, ed., C. S. 
Lewis: Life, Works, and Legacy, 4 vols. ( Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007); and Alan Jacobs, The Narnian: 
The Life and Imagination of C. S. Lewis (New York: HarperCollins, 2005). For further reading on the life 
and writings of Lewis, see Robert MacSwain and Michael Ward, eds., The Cambridge Companion to C. S. 
Lewis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Colin Duriez, The C. S. Lewis Encyclopedia: A 
Complete Guide to His Life, Thought, and Writings (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000; repr., Edison, NJ: 
Inspirational, 2003). 

4
 See all of the following by C. S. Lewis: The Problem of Pain (London: The Centenary Press, 

1940; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001); The Screwtape Letters (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1942; repr. 
with additional letter and additional preface as The Screwtape Letters and Screwtape Proposes a Toast, 
1961; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001); and Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1952; repr., 
New York: HarperCollins, 2001). 

5
 For a detailed account of Lewisô involvement in the Oxford Socratic Club, see Walter 

Hooper, ñOxfordôs Bonny Fighter,ò in C. S. Lewis at the Breakfast Table and Other Reminiscences, ed. 
James T. Como (New York: Macmillan, 1979; repr., New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992). In the 
context of this forum, Lewis interacted with many notable philosophers, including William Stevenson, C. 
E. M. Joad, H. H. Price, J. D. Bernal, H. D. Lewis, Conrad Lorenz, and, quite famously, G. E. M. 
Anscombe, among many others. 
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number of theologians and philosophers were seriously questioning whether there were 

any such thing as an objective moral law, a clear right and wrong about anything.ò
6
  

Moreover, according to Lewisô former pupil and later biographer, George Sayer, Lewis  

spent a good deal of time in 1942 studying the ethics of other religions and 
philosophical systems.  At about this time, he also learned from some of his students 
of the existence of school textbooks that taught that all literary and moral values are 
subjective.  By coincidence, he had recently been sent a copy of The Control of 
Language by two schoolmasters, Alec King and Martin Ketley, which horrified him.  
Such a view seemed to him to destroy all human stability and to dehumanize man as 
a rational being.  He therefore jumped at the opportunity to campaign against this 
view when he was invited to give three lectures at Durham University.

7
   

Thus, according to Hooper, when Lewis accepted the invitation ñto give the annual 

Riddell Memorial Lectures at the University of Durham on 24 February 1943, he chose 

as his subject a defense of the moral law.ò
8
  And so, Lewis delivered three lectures (on 

three separate days) in the Physics Lecture Theatre, of Kingôs College, Newcastle, at the 

time a constituent college of the University of Durham.  The titles of his three lectures 

were: ñMen without Chests,ò ñThe Way,ò and ñThe Abolition of Man,ò which would 

later become the chapter titles of the published book.
9
   

                                                 
 

6
 Hooper, ñOxfordôs Bonny Fighter,ò 143. 

7
 Sayer, Jack, 300-301.  

8
 Hooper, ñOxfordôs Bonny Fighter,ò 143. 

9
 Lewisô lectures were on February 24, 25, and 26. This is consistent with the gap in Lewisô 

letter writing between February 23 and February 27, both of which represent letters written from Magdalen 
College. Thus, Lewis was gone from Oxford during the dates of February 24-26, during which he traveled 
with his brother Warren Lewis to the city of Durham, and then northward to the village of Newcastle-upon-
Tyne, where he delivered the lectures at Kingôs College, part of the University of Durham. See C. S. Lewis, 
The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 1, Family Letters 1905-1931, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2004). Regrettably, discrepant accounts exist of the actual year of the bookôs publication. 
Hooper, in an editorial note, says the book was published by Oxford University Press on January 6, 1943. 
Lewis, Collected Letters, 1:545. But, this would mean the publication of the book preceded the delivery of 
the Riddell Memorial Lectures, and yet many scholars claim the book was a result of the lectures and 
published later that same year. Malcolm Guite writes, ñThe book consists of the three Riddell Memorial 
Lectures that were delivered by Lewis at the University of Durham in February 1942 at the height of the 
Second World War. . . . The lectures were themselves published as The Abolition of Man in January 1943.ò 
Malcolm Guite, ñThe Abolition of Man: From Literary Criticism to Prophetic Resistance,ò in C. S. Lewis at 
Poetôs Corner, ed. Michael Ward and Peter S. Williams, foreword by Vernon White (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
and Stock, 2016), 152. However, Michael Ward is surely correct in claiming the bookôs release was 
January 1944. A quick online viewing of images of the first edition of the book confirms this date. See 
Michael Ward, The Abolition of Man: C. S. Lewisôs Classic Essay on Objective Morality (LogosLight, 
2017), 1n1. 
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Although the book is thin in stature, it is thick in substance.  In a certain sense, 

this short treatise was a long work in progress.  For Lewis had been steadily developing 

and refining his ideas that would appear in the book for a number of years in other short 

papers, essays, and lectures going back to as early as 1922.
10

  John G. West, Jr. provides 

the following helpful summary of the development of Abolition in relation to some of 

Lewisô other writings at the time.  He writes, 

 The main ideas in The Abolition of Man can be found throughout Lewisôs other 
writings and lectures, especially those that date from the 1940s.  In fact, Lewisôs 
first talk on the BBC (ñThe Law of Human Nature,ò broadcast August 1941) dealt 
with natural law.  The talk was published in 1942 in the collection titled Broadcast 
Talks, and it ultimately became the first chapter of Mere Christianity.  Some time 
later, Lewis apparently worked on a speech covering much the same ground as the 
Riddell lectures, but for another audience; his text was published after his death as 
the essay ñOn Ethics.ò  And on February 8, 1943 (only a couple of weeks before the 
Riddell lectures), Lewis presented a talk at the Oxford Socratic Club titled ñIf We 
Have Christôs Ethics, Does the Rest of the Christian Faith Matter?ò which 
previewed part of the Riddell lectures by showing how Christianityôs ethical 
teachings share considerable common ground with the moral teachings of other 
religious and philosophical traditions.  During the summer of 1943, Lewis published 

                                                 
 

10
 For example, James Patrick explains,  

When in 1922 he tried, unsuccessfully, for a fellowship at Magdalen College, the essay he submitted 
was titled ñThe Hegemony of Moral Value,ò and posed the existence of natural law as the resolution 
of the argument between utilitarians and idealists. Titled ñThe Practical Hegemony of the Moral 
Value,ò it became the penultimate lecture in the course in moral philosophy Lewis taught as 
substitute for E. F. Carritt in 1924. 

James Patrick, ñThe Heartôs Desire and the Landlordôs Rules: C. S. Lewis as a Moral Philosopher,ò in The 
Pilgrimôs Guide: C. S. Lewis and the Art of Witness, ed. David Mills, 70-85 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1998), 70. Curiously, Hooper seems to suggest that Lewis did not write this essay until 1924. According to 
Hooper, during 1924, Lewis wrote a number of papers on ethics including ñThe Hegemony of Moral 
Values.ò Lewis, Collected Letters, 1:623n7. However, in Lewisô diary entry for July 6, 1922, he describes 
how he ñbegan a ódissertationô on the hegemony of the moral value.ò C. S. Lewis, All My Road Before Me: 
The Diary of C. S. Lewis 1922-1927, ed. Walter Hooper (San Diego: Harcourt, 1991), 64. Apparently, 
Lewis began the work as part of an application for a Magdalen Fellowship, which he did not receive. 
Moreover, he continued to work on this paper for a few years for other fellowship opportunities only to be 
passed up each time. He comments on his progress on writing his ñdissertationò on August 17 and 30, and 
September 1, all in 1922 (87, 96, 98). Then, there are possible further references to it in his entries for 
March 29 and April 6-11 of 1924 (225, 229). On January 8, 1924, he refers to the work as ñmy old 
óHegemony of Moral Values.ôò Later, on March 6, 1924, Lewis gives an account of how he read a paper by 
this title to the Oxford University Philosophical Society in Manchester College (298). Cf. C. S. Lewis to 
Albert Lewis, March 9[?], 1924, in C. S. Lewis, The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 1, Family Letters 
1905-1931, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 624-25. The last time he mentions the 
paper is on May 12, 1924, for which he describes how he is working on a ñnew version of my óHegemonyô 
paper which I am sending to Mind and altering the ending.ò Lewis, All My Road, 322. Hooper writes: ñFor 
several years prior to his appointment at Magdalen, he had been at work on a paper entitled óHegemony of 
Moral Values.ô It was sent to Mind but never published, and, as far as I can discover, is no longer extant.ò 
In preface to C. S. Lewis, Selected Literary Essays, ed. Walter Hooper (1969; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979), xivn1. 
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ñThe Poison of Subjectivism,ò an essay that is largely a synopsis of The Abolition of 
Man.

11
 

West continues with one important further connection:  

 However, perhaps Lewisôs most intriguing treatment of the ideas expressed in 
The Abolition of Man came in the novel That Hideous Strength.  There Lewis 
depicted in fictional form the dire social consequences that follow from a 
Nietzschean science allied with the tools of government bureaucrats.  In many 
respects, That Hideous Strength and The Abolition of Man are parallel books that 
ought to be read together.

12
 

Much more is said in the pages to follow about these works mentioned by West, as well 

as other works by Lewis as they are relevant to the examination of his ideas and 

arguments in Abolition. 

Lewis achieved enormous acclaim as a writer, but he later bemoans the fact 

that, despite its being one of his personal favorites, most people were not even familiar 

with his book Abolition.
13

  It seems people simply found (and continue to find) the book 

                                                 
 

11
 John G. West, Jr., The C. S. Lewis Readersô Encyclopedia, ed. Jeffrey D. Schultz and John 

G. West, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), s.v. ñThe Abolition of Man.ò Cf. 
Hooperôs editorial note to C. S. Lewis, ñOn Ethics,ò in Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper, 44-56 
(London: Geoffrey Bles, 1967; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 47n1. Lewisô Broadcast Talks 
(London: Geoffrey Bles, The Centenary Press, 1942) was published in the U.S. as The Case for 
Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1943), and reprinted as bks. 1 and 2 of Mere Christianity. For Lewisô 
talk at the Oxford Socratic Club, titled ñIf We Have Christôs Ethics, Does the Rest of the Christian Faith 
Matter?,ò see discussion in Hooper , ñOxfordôs Bonny Fighter,ò 143-44. Finally, see C. S. Lewis, ñThe 
Poison of Subjectivism,ò in Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper, 72-81 (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1967; 
repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995). 

12
 West, ñThe Abolition of Man.ò Lewis opens the book with the poetic line from David 

Lyndsayôs Ane Dialog, describing the Tower of Babel, and hence the source of the title of this book: ñThe 
shadow of that hyddeous strength sax myle and more it is of length.ò C. S. Lewis, That Hideous Strength: A 
Modern Fairy-Tale for Grown-Ups (London: John Lane the Bodley Head, 1945; repr., New York: 
Scribner, 2003). In the preface to That Hideous Strength, he describes the book this way: ñThis is a ótall 
storyô about devilry, though it has behind it a serious ópointô which I have tried to make in my Abolition of 
Man.ò John Bremer refers to That Hideous Strength as the ñmythological counterpart to the philosophical 
Abolition of Man.ò John Bremer, ñA Brief Biography,ò in The C. S. Lewis Readersô Encyclopedia, ed. 
Jeffrey D. Schultz and John G. West, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), 52; emphasis 
added. Interestingly, George Orwell wrote in a review of That Hideous Strength, ñPlenty of people in our 
age do entertain the monstrous dreams of power that Mr. Lewis attributes to his characters, and we are 
within sight of the time when such dreams will be realizable.ò George Orwell, ñThe Scientist Takes Over,ò 
review of That Hideous Strength, by C. S. Lewis, Manchester Evening News, August 16, 1945, 
http://lewisiana.nl/orwell/. 

For further insightful and detailed discussion of the context surrounding the writing of 
Abolition, see Michael Travers, ñThe Abolition of Man: C. S. Lewisôs Philosophy of History,ò in C. S. 
Lewis: Life, Works, and Legacy, vol. 3, Apologist, Philosopher, & Theologian, ed. Bruce L. Edwards, 107-
31 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007). Moreover, for explications of the bookôs main themes, see Peter Kreeft, 
C. S. Lewis for the Third Millennium: Six Essays on The Abolition of Man (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1994). 

13
 Lewis writes, ñAnd Iôm so pleased about the Abolition of Man, for it is almost my favorite 
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too difficult of a read compared with his more popular-level writings.  In Abolition, 

Lewis makes numerous references to literary works not recognizable by the general 

public; he grapples with complex philosophical ideas and concepts related to areas of 

metaphysics, theology, epistemology, anthropology, ethics, aesthetics, and literary 

criticism; and he incorporates various Greek and Latin expressions unfamiliar to most 

throughout the text.  In fact, George Sayer explains, ñNone of the few reviewers of the 

first edition seem to have realized its importance.ò  Yet, he further explains, ñNow, 

however, it is generally seen as his most important pamphlet and the best existing defense 

of objective values and the natural law.ò
14

  Like Sayer, many scholars have heaped praise 

upon the book, highlighting in laudatory terms its tremendous importance and influence 

for Western society.  Walter Hooper, for example, describes it as ña book which is, in my 

opinion, an all but indispensable introduction to the entire corpus of Lewisianaò as well 

as ñpossibly the most lucid and able defense of the moral law ever written.ò
15

  Bruce L. 

Edwards describes the work as Lewisô ñmost sustained critique of the direction of 

western thought.ò
16

  Gilbert Meilaender comments, ñPerhaps the most significant of 

Lewisôs treatments of ethical theory is the deceptively slight treatise in moral education 

titled The Abolition of Man.ò
17

  What these scholars recognize and appreciate goes 

                                                 
 
among my books but in general has been almost totally ignored by the public.ò C. S. Lewis to Mary Willis 
Shelburne, February 20, 1955, in The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 3, Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy 
1950-1963, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 567. James M. Houston provides further 
confirmation of Lewisô testimony of his partiality to this book: ñI asked Lewis on one occasion, of all the 
books he had written, what did he consider the most important Christian message he had given? With no 
hesitation, his reply was, óthe three lectures I gave at Newcastle on The Abolition of Man, in 1942-43, 
together with my recent novel, Till We Have Facesô (1956).ò James M. Houston, ñC. S. Lewisô Concern for 
the Future of Humanity,ò Knowing & Doing (Spring 2006), 
http://www.cslewisinstitute.org/CS_Lewiss_Concern_for_the_Future_of_Humanity_page1. 

14
 Sayer, Jack, 301. 

15
 Hooper, editorôs note to Lewis, ñOn Ethics,ò 47n1; Hooper, ñOxfordôs Bonny Fighter,ò 143. 

16
 Bruce L. Edwards, ñDeconstruction and Rehabilitation: C. S. Lewisô Defense of Western 

Textuality,ò Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 29, no. 2 (1986): 207, ATLA Religion 
Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 

17
 Gilbert Meilaender, in Schultz and West, C. S. Lewis Readersô Encyclopedia, s.v. ñEthics 

and Morality.ò 
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beyond Lewis the gifted popular writer to Lewis the serious moral philosopher, ethicist, 

and arch defender of the tradition of natural law theory in Western civilization.  M. D. 

Aeschliman describes Lewis as ñthe moralist who has done more to illuminate and 

promote Natural Law thinking than anyone else in the 20
th
 century.ò

18
 

Lewis describes himself accordingly: ñI am myself a Christian, and even a 

dogmatic Christian untinged with Modernist reservations and committed to 

supernaturalism in its full rigor.ò
19

  Throughout his writings, Lewis expresses a deep 

commitment to traditional Christianity and, inversely, an aversion to modernism, writing 

of the ñhorrible ferocity and grimness of modern thought.ò
20

  This was a consistent theme 

throughout Lewisô literary career, as David C. Downing states, ñ[T]wo words that nearly 

always connote something wrong-headed or distasteful in his books are ómodernô and 

óhumanistic.ôò
21

  Speaking of his more progressive-minded detractors, Lewis writes, ñIt is 

certainly not óliberal-mindedô religious people who like my books in England.  On the 

contrary it is precisely among them that I find (next to Marxists) my most hostile 

critics.ò
22

  Whether religious or Marxist, his critics had embraced the very thing Lewis 

                                                 
 

18
 M. D. Aeschliman, in Schultz and West, C. S. Lewis Readersô Encyclopedia, s.v. ñTao.ò For 

a further example of the influence of Lewisô Abolition on Roman Catholic social and ethical thought, see 
Cardinal Ratzingerôs (later Pope Benedict XVI) ñFisher Lecture,ò delivered at Cambridge University, 
January 25, 1988; ñCardinal Ratzinger in Cambridge,ò Briefing 88, vol. 18, no. 3 (February 5, 1988); 
reprinted in the Canadian CSL Journal no. 63 (Summer 1988), 4-5. Also, see Stephen F. Hayward, review 
of The Abolition of Man, by C. S. Lewis, National Review 67, no. 21 (November 19, 2015): 74-75, 
MasterFILE Premier, EBSCOhost. For a similar, yet Protestant, specifically Southern Baptist perspective, 
consider the early praise of William O. Carver, review of The Abolition of Man, by C. S. Lewis, Review & 
Expositor 44, no. 3 (July 1947): 375-77, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 

19
 Lewis, ñOn Ethics,ò 44. 

20
 C. S. Lewis to Warren Lewis, February 18, 1940, in The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, 

vol. 2, Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931-1949, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 
350. 

21
 David C. Downing, ñFrom Pillar to Postmodernism: C. S. Lewis and Current Critical 

Discourse,ò Christianity & Literature 46, no. 2 (1997): 169, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, 
EBSCOhost. Also, for further reading on Lewis and modernism, see Margaret Barbara Hiley, ñAspects of 
Modernism in the Works of C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien and Charles Williamsò (PhD diss., University of 
Glasgow, 2006), http://theses.gla.ac.uk/1814/.  

22
 C. S. Lewis to Mr. Talbot, April  18, 1946, in The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 2, 

Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931-1949, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 707. 
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adamantly resisted: the modernization of religion, society, and culture.  By contrast, 

Lewis thought of himself as ñspokesman for Old Western Culture.ò
23

 

Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, 

and Dialectic of Enlightenment 

Adorno and Horkheimer began their careers as secular Jews and avid Marxists 

firmly committed to dialectical materialism and the goal of a social revolution of the 

proletariat.
24

  In time, however, they began to modify their views due to the rise of 

fascism in Germany and elsewhere in the 1930s.  They eventually became founding 

members of the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research (ISR), or the Institut für 

Sozialforschung, also called the Frankfurt School, where they elaborated a revised 

version of what in philosophy is called critical theory.
25

  

                                                 
 

23
 C. S. Lewis, ñDe Descriptione Temporum,ò in Selected Literary Essays, ed. Walter Hooper 

(1969; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 12. In 1954, Lewis delivered this famous 
inaugural address at Magdalene College, Cambridge, where he was made the Chair of Medieval and 
Renaissance English Language, a post created especially for Lewis upon his departure from Magdalen 
College, Oxford, where he had served as professor and tutor for nearly twenty years. See Stephen Logan, 
ñOld Western Man for Our Times,ò Renascence 51, no. 1 (1998): 63-86, Academic Search Premier, 
EBSCOhost.  

24
 For further reading on the life and writings of Adorno and Horkheimer, see Simon Jarvis, 

ed., Adorno: A Critical Introduction (London: Routledge, 1998); Nigel Gibson and Andrew Rubin, eds., 
Adorno: A Critical Reader (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002); Tom Huhn, ed., The Cambridge 
Companion to Adorno (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Gerard Delanty, ed., Theodor W. 
Adorno, 4 vols. (London: SAGE Publications, 2004); Martin Jay, Adorno (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1984); James Schmidt, ed., Theodor Adorno (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007); Stefan 
Müller-Doohm, Adorno: A Biography, trans. Rodney Livingstone. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005; Detlev 
Claussen, Theodor Adorno: One Last Genius, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2008); Zvi Rosen, Max Horkheimer (Munich, Germany: C. H. Beck, 1995); and John 
Abromeit, Max Horkheimer and the Foundations of the Frankfurt School (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013). 

25
 Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle explain, 

In 1930, Max Horkheimer became the director of the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, 
and under his leadership the so-called Frankfurt School took shape around an ambitious intellectual 
(and political) program of philosophical criticism. Horkheimerôs own philosophical work was based 
on a rigorous critique of positivism and a pervasive commitment to examining the historical and 
social conditions under which modern industrial society has emerged. In 1933, the institute moved to 
Paris and later to Columbia University, just before the Nazi occupation of France.  

Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle, eds., Critical Theory Since 1965 (Tallahassee: Florida State University 
Press, 1986), 686. Adorno later served as director of the Institute from 1956-69. See Horkheimerôs 
inaugural address as director of the Institute, in Max Horkheimer, ñThe Present Situation of Social 
Philosophy and the Tasks of an Institute for Social Research,ò in Between Philosophy and Social Science: 
Selected Early Writings, 1-14, trans. G. Frederick Hunter, Matthew S. Kramer, and John Torpey, Studies in 
Contemporary German Social Thought, ed. Thomas McCarthy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995). For 
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Horkheimer distinguishes between ñtraditionalò theory and ñcriticalò theory.
26

  

The former emphasizes the independence of the human mind, or critical apparatus, from 

the world it observes and its application of conceptual systems in the purely objective 

pursuit of facts and knowledge.  This type of theorizing seeks to utilize science and 

technology for the manipulation of nature for human purposes.  Critical theory, by 

contrast, engages in socio-economic criticism with the aim of the transformation of 

society as a whole, and the liberation of humanity from oppressive social structures and 

economic conditions.  The newly revised critical theory, however, became concerned 

with the problem of social domination in the various forms that it took, and its advocates 

were increasingly disillusioned by the inability of traditional Marxist theory to account 

for the persistence of this domination.  Jürgen Habermas, pupil of Adorno, second 

generation member of the Frankfurt School, and present day critical theorist, explains, 

ñCritical Theory was initially developed in Horkheimerôs circle to think through political 

disappointments at the absence of revolution in the West, . . .  It was supposed to explain 

mistaken Marxist prognoses, but without breaking Marxist intentions.ò
27

  Yet, both the 

                                                 
 
further reading on the historical development and founding of the Frankfurt School and critical theory, see 
Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social 
Research, 1923-1950, Weimar and Now: German Cultural Criticism (1973; repr., Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996); Susan Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative Dialectics: Theodor W. Adorno, Walter 
Benjamin and the Frankfurt Institute (Hassocks, UK: Harvester Press, 1977); Zoltán Tarr, The Frankfurt 
School: The Critical Theories of Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno (New York: Schocken Books, 
1985); Judith Marcus and Zoltán Tarr, eds., Foundations of the Frankfurt School of Social Research (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1984); and Rolf Wiggershaus, The Frankfurt School: Its History, 
Theories, and Political Significance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994). 

26
 Max Horkheimer, ñTraditional and Critical Theory,ò in Critical Theory: Selected Essays, 

trans. Matthew J. OôConnell (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer Verlag, 1968; repr., New York: Continuum, 
1995). Whereas scholars differ in their use of capitalization for the expression, some writing Critical 
Theory while others critical theory, this paper will use the latter throughout, except in quotations where the 
former is used. For further reading on critical theory, see David Held, Introduction to Critical Theory: 
From Horkheimer to Habermas (London: Hutchinson, 1980); John OôNeill, John, ed., On Critical Theory 
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1989); Fred Rush, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Critical 
Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); David Rasmussen, ed., Handbook of Critical 
Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996); Seyla Benhabib, Critique, Norm and Utopia: A Study of the 
Foundations of Critical Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986); and Stephen Eric Bronner 
and Douglas MacKay Kellner, eds., Critical Theory and Society: A Reader (New York: Routledge, 1989). 

27
 J¿rgen Habermas, ñThe Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Horkheimer and 

Adorno,ò in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick Lawrence 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987), 116.      
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oppressive regimes of Hitlerôs Germany and Stalinôs Russia caused many dedicated 

Marxists to become pessimistic regarding any possibility of human emancipation from 

these growing forces of social control via state intervention.  Centralized planning and 

socialized ownership of the means of production had not ushered in the longed for utopia, 

but instead had only resulted in totalitarianism and fascism.  Adorno and Horkheimer, 

both German Jews, experienced this first hand as they were forced to emigrate to the U. 

S. during the rise of Nazism.  Hence, they began to advocate for a major shift in emphasis 

from practice (or praxis), in the form of political activism and radical revolutionary 

measures, to a more theoretical critique of society and culture.
28

     

Consequently, a new theory was needed to account for the continued control of 

people within society by those in power.  And, in fact, Horkheimer believed ñhe had 

discovered a dialectic at work within all the advanced industrial nations which mandated 

the diminution of ófree subjectivityô under the crushing burden of new forms of 

technological control.ò
29

  This dialectic between rationalization and authoritarianism, 

characteristic of bourgeois capitalism, he called the ñdialectic of enlightenment,ò and the 

target for critique was called ñinstrumental reason.ò  The Enlightenment, and modernism 

in general, represented as the attempt to rationalize the world of nature and human nature 

according to the concepts of modern science with its corresponding ideology of 

positivism, was now seen as the primary instrument of oppression used by those in power 

                                                 
 

28
 The members of the Frankfurt School believed that 

only a radical change in theory and practice can cure the ills of modern society, especially unbridled 
technology. Every one-sided doctrine is to be subjected to criticism, including Marxism: an 
emancipating proletarian revolution is not inevitable, and thought or theory is relatively, though not 
wholly, independent of social and economic forces. But since theory and its concepts are a product of 
social processes, critical theory must trace their origins, and not, like empiricism and positivism, 
accept them and thereby indirectly endorse the processes themselves. 

M. J. Inwood, The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, ed. Ted Honderich (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1995), s.v. ñFrankfurt School.ò  

29
 Brian J. Shaw, ñReason, Nostalgia, and Eschatology in the Critical Theory of Max 

Horkheimer,ò Journal of Politics 47, no. 1 (1985): 168, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost. 
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to subjugate the masses.  Hence, modern rationality was deemed defective and 

oppressive.
30

  Moreover, Albrecht Wellmer explains, 

A goal of the project was to ñtransformò this critique through a collaboration 
between philosophers, economists, and psychoanalysts into a critical theory of 
society that would be adequate for the social and historical constellation that existed 
after the great war.  In 1933 the institute was closed by the Nazis, but Horkheimer 
succeeded in hiding its funds from the Nazis and reestablished the institute in New 
York.

31
 

It was during their exile in America that Adorno and Horkheimer produced their 

groundbreaking work, Dialectic of Enlightenment, considered the foundational text 

expounding their new critical theory.
32

  Commenting on their purpose for writing the 

book, the authors write, ñWhat we had set out to do was nothing less than to explain why 

humanity, instead of entering a truly human state, is sinking into a new kind of 

barbarism.ò
33

  This barbarism represented the state of the world and the condition of 

humanity in the first half of the twentieth century.  By all appearances, instead of 

progressively leading mankind upward and onward to emancipation from 

                                                 
 

30
 Y. Sherratt explains, ñFrom the earlier Marxist belief that the source of repression resided in 

social and economic factors, the Frankfurt School moved to argue that the source of societal repression lay 
in inadequate forms of reason . . . óobjectifying,ô óreifying,ô óinstrumental,ô and órigid,ô designed for 
survival not human emancipation or indeed enlightened understanding of any kind.ò Y. Sherratt, ñAdorno 
and Horkheimerôs Concept of óEnlightenment,ôò British Journal for the History of Philosophy 8, no. 3 
(2000): 526, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost; emphasis original. 

31
 Albrecht Wellmer, ñOn Critical Theory,ò Social Research: An International Quarterly 81, 

no. 3 (Fall 2014): 705, MasterFILE Premier, EBSCOhost. Also, see Thomas Wheatland, ñThe Frankfurt 
Schoolôs Invitation from Columbia University,ò German Politics & Society 22, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 1-32, 
Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost; and Thomas Wheatland, The Frankfurt School in Exile 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009). 

32
 For example, Jeffrey Herf refers to ñthe Frankfurt schoolôs canonical textò and ñthe 

canonical text of critical theory.ò Jeffrey Herf, ñDialectic of Enlightenment Reconsidered,ò New German 
Critique no. 117 (2012): 81, 83, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost. Slavoj Ģiģek writes, ñWith 
Western Marxism, it was, of course, Adornoôs and Horkheimerôs Dialectic of Enlightenment, as well as 
Horkheimerôs numerous essays on the ócritique of instrumental reason,ô which accomplished this fateful 
shift from concrete socio-political analysis to philosophico-anthropological generalization.ò Slavoj Ģiģek, 
ñFrom History and Class Consciousness to The Dialectic of Enlightenment . . . and Back,ò New German 
Critique no. 81 (2000): 112-13, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost. For a detailed discussion of the 
historical development of Dialectic, see the following: the editorôs afterword to the work, Gunzelin Schmid 
Noerr, ñThe Position of óDialectic of Enlightenmentô in the Development of Critical Theory,ò in Dialectic, 
217-47; James Schmidt, ñLanguage, Mythology, and Enlightenment: Historical Notes on Horkheimer and 
Adornoôs Dialectic of Enlightenment,ò Social Research 65, no. 4 (1998): 807-38, Academic Search 
Premier, EBSCOhost. 

33
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xiv. 
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authoritarianism and liberation to a truly human way of life, the Enlightenment had been 

an abject failure. 

The original text of Dialectic was completed in 1944 (in a mimeographic 

edition), but the work was not published until 1947.  This publication was circulated for 

over twenty years until a newer edition was published in 1969.
34

  An English version was 

not available until 1972.
35

  In their preface material, Adorno and Horkheimer describe 

how closely they worked together in the writing of Dialectic.  They disclose, ñNo one 

who was not involved in the writing could easily understand to what extent we both feel 

responsible for every sentence.  We dictated long stretches together; the Dialectic derives 

its vital energy from the tension between the two intellectual temperaments which came 

together in writing it.ò
36

  Given the closeness in thought and development of their work, 

and for the sake of convenience in continually making comparisons and contrasts with 

Lewis, henceforth I have chosen to adopt the convention of referring to Adorno-

Horkheimer, as a unity of authorship.  Of course, differences between them exist and are 

noted in the paper where relevant.  For example, they acknowledge having different 

                                                 
 

34
 Interestingly, the American edition of Abolition was published the same year (1947) as 

Adorno and Horkheimerôs Dialectic, which was written in America (in Los Angeles, California). They 
started their work as early as 1942. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xiii. It is noteworthy that they refer 
to their book as a ñfragment,ò an ñintroductionò to their theoretical project as a whole. In fact, the original 
title of the book was Philosophical Fragments, which was relegated to the bookôs subtitle. This is 
significant because it reveals that they viewed the work as being incomplete. Indeed, an appendix to the 
book includes further fragmentary material related to but not included in the bookôs essays (see their 
ñNotes and Sketches,ò 173-214). In their later writings, they further expand on many of the bookôs major 
themes. On reissuing the book in the 1969 edition, they remark that ñnot a few of the ideas in it are timely 
now and have largely determined our later theoretical writingsò (xi). 

They note that between the publication of the 1944 and the 1947 editions of the book, no 
significant changes were made to the original text, but that the last thesis (VII) was added after the war 
(xix). Since the original publication, the book has amassed a total of three prefaces: the original 
(1944/1947), an Italian edition (1962/1966), and the 1969 edition. These prefaces are significant for many 
of the central ideas, concepts, and themes are succinctly summarized within them, providing a kind of key 
to unlocking the work as a whole. 

35
 See Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John 

Cumming (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972; repr. New York: Continuum, 1991). However, Jephcottôs 
translation (2002) is the one used throughout this dissertation. 

36
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xi. The book was dedicated to Friedrich Pollock, with 

whom ñwe built up the Institut für Sozialforschung once again, with the idea of taking further the concepts 
formulated in Dialecticò (xii). 
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ñintellectual temperaments,ò and this clearly translates into a significant distinction in 

their writing styles.  Horkheimer is much more lucid while Adorno is at times very 

opaque, making it fairly apparent who contributed what to each chapter of their 

collaborative efforts.
37

  Moreover, this professional and literary collaboration, not to 

mention their endearing friendship, would continue throughout their teaching and writing 

careers, as they worked closely together on a number of works, especially through the 40s 

and 50s, further developing what was only fragmentary in Dialectic.    

Adorno-Horkheimer disappointedly admit, ñThe book . . . found readers only 

gradually.ò
38

  Reactions to the work have been, of course, mixed depending on whether 

or not one is sympathetic to their cause.  However, many, both friend and foe alike, 

comment on the authorsô as well as the bookôs pessimistic outlook.  For example, 

Habermas refers to the Dialectic as ñtheir blackest, most nihilistic book.ò
39

  The writersô 

pessimism, their diffi cult writing style in places, the translation of their German thought 

forms into English, as well as their highly complex theoretical analysis all help to explain 

the bookôs poor reception by the general public.  Nevertheless, regarding their later 

assessment of the work, Adorno-Horkheimer write,  

 We do not stand by everything we said in the book in its original form.  That 
would be incompatible with a theory which attributes a temporal core to truth 
instead of contrasting truth as something invariable to the movement of history.  The 
book was written at a time when the end of the National Socialist terror was in sight.  

                                                 
 

37
 Gerhard Richter writes on the difficulties of translating Adornoôs German into English: 

ñAdornoôs German, and the thought that it enacts, is rigorously and infamously resistant to translation. His 
writing is both strange and foreignðfremdðeven in its óoriginalô German.ò Gerhard Richter, ñWhoôs 
Afraid of the Ivory Tower? A Conversation with Theodor W. Adorno,ò Monatshefte 94, no. 1 (Spring 
2002): 10, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost. 

38
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xi. Their disappointment sounds similar to Lewisô on the 

general reception of Abolition. 

39
 Jürgen Habermas, ñThe Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Re-reading Dialectic of 

Enlightenment,ò trans. Thomas Y. Levin, New German Critique 26 (Spring/Summer 1982): 13, Academic 
Search Premier, EBSCOhost. In this regard, a major influence on Horkheimer was the writings of German 
philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), who was notorious for his philosophy of pessimism. See 
Max Horkheimer, ñSchopenhauer Today,ò in Critique of Instrumental Reason, 63-83, trans. Matthew J. 
OôDonnell et al., Radical Thinkers (New York: Seabury Press, 1974; repr., New York: Verso, 2013), 
Kindle. 
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In not a few places, however, the formulation is no longer adequate to the reality of 
today.  All the same, even at that time we did not underestimate the implications of 
the transition to the administered world.

40
 

Moreover, on the changes in the world since the writing of Dialectic, they note how 

continued political division and conflicts reveal that the ñhorror has been prolonged.ò
41

  

For this reason, they argue the critical theory model they developed is still needed for 

engaging in negative critique of society and culture.   

Furthermore, Adorno-Horkheimer comment: ñThat what matters today is to 

preserve and disseminate freedom, rather than to accelerate, however indirectly, the 

advance toward the administered world, we have also argued in our later writings.ò
42

  

Thus, this paper draws upon their numerous essays and books, written prior to and after 

Dialectic, especially as these writings assist in clarifying, showing the further 

development of, and even illustrating changes in their ideas and arguments presented in 

not only fragmentary but also germ form in Dialectic.  In fact, one recommendation is to 

begin with the earlier essays of Horkheimer, for example, those contained in his Critique 

of Instrumental Reason, or his book Eclipse of Reason.  These essays present in a more 

digestible form some of the fundamental concepts and themes taken up in Dialectic.  

Another helpful work is a collection of Horkheimerôs essays titled Critical Theory, some 

written before Dialectic and some after.  This work is essential to showing the evolution 

of Horkheimerôs thought, including even some surprising developments in his ideas and 

attitude towards traditional religious views late in life.  Adorno has also published several 

books on a variety of topics similar to Dialectic, such as works on metaphysics, 

epistemology, ethical theory, and notably aesthetics, for example, his Aesthetic Theory.  

A great introduction to Adorno is his aphoristically written Minima Moralia, which also 
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xi. 
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xi. 
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contains further insights into themes from Dialectic.  For an advanced, complex 

presentation, analysis, and application of critical theory as a method of determinate 

negation applied to a variety of twentieth-century philosophical positions, see Adornoôs 

Negative Dialectics.
43

 

The Need for a Critical Comparative Analysis 

Quite captivatingly, the authors approach the past, present, and future 

unfolding of the human drama from two radically different points of view on the 

ideological spectrumðon the one hand, traditional Christianity, and on the other, 

atheistic neo-Marxism.  This makes a comparative critical analysis of their visions for 

humanity all the more intriguing, especially given the many areas of remarkable 

agreement as well as anticipated (and sharp) disagreement.  For both analyses, the fate of 

Western civilization rests on a knife edge, while their diagnoses, prognoses, and 

prescribed solutions could not be more drastically different in their overall assessments.  

Literature Review 

Considering the fascinating historical background and context of their writings, 

including many tantalizing convergences and departures, it is astonishing that few 

scholars have closely examined the uncanny parallelism between these two watersheds of 
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 See the following from Max Horkheimer: Dawn and Decline: Notes 1926-1931 and 1950-

1969, trans. Michael Shaw (New York: Seabury Press, 1978); Critique of Instrumental Reason, trans. 
Matthew J. OôDonnell et al., Radical Thinkers (New York: Seabury Press, 1974; repr., New York: Verso, 
2013), Kindle; Eclipse of Reason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947; repr., New York: Continuum, 
1996); and Critical Theory: Selected Essays, trans. Matthew J. OôConnell et al. (Frankfurt am Main: S. 
Fischer Verlag, 1968; repr., New York: Continuum, 1995); the original German collection Gesammelte 
Schriften, Herausgegeben von Alfred Smith und Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, 19 Bände (Frankfurt am Main: S. 
Fischer Verlag, 1985-1996); and personal correspondence, A Life in Letters: Selected Correspondence, ed. 
and trans. Evelyn M. Jacobson and Manfred R. Jacobson, Texts and Contexts, ed. Sandra L. (Gilman. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008). Also, from Theodor W. Adorno: Minima Moralia: 
Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. E. N. F. Jephcott, Radical Thinkers (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
1951; repr., London: Verso, 2006); Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton, 2nd ed. (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1966; repr., New York: Continuum, 1995); Aesthetic Theory, trans. and ed. Robert Hullot-
Kentor, Bloomsbury Revelations (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970; repr., New York: Bloomsbury, 
2013); and the original German collection Gesammelte Schriften, Herausgegeben von Rolf Tiedemann, 23 
Bände (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970-1996). 
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twentieth-century criticism.  In spite of all the splendid treatments of these works 

separately, not many writers have discussed them together.  This is truly astounding 

considering the vast amount of secondary li terature available on the authors and their 

writings.   

Given the radical, leftist ideology of the Frankfurt School, it appears the 

staunchly conservative, traditional Lewis has not been on the radar of the devotees of the 

two patron saints of critical theory, Adorno-Horkheimer.  Unfortunately, I have yet to 

find any scholars or commentators sympathetic to the Frankfurt School making explicit 

ties to Lewis in their published works.  Among Lewis scholarship, it has also been rather 

slim pickings, with an occasional comment on the connection in passing.
44

  Most 

recently, Alister McGrath makes a brief contribution concerning the link in his superb 

intellectual biography of Lewis.
45

  Also, philosopher and theologian, Norbert 

Feinendegen, in his published doctoral dissertation (in German) draws some comparisons 

between the two works as a small part of his much larger assessment of Lewisô overall 

critique of modernism.
46

  Additionally, Sanford Schwartz briefly mentions this 

relationship in a footnote of one of his stimulating studies of Lewisô science fiction 

trilogy.
47

  One reviewer, commenting on Schwartzôs enticing remarks, exclaims, ñThis 

                                                 
 

44
 Speaking of specifically literary critical theory (postmodernism, deconstructionism, 

poststructuralism, etc.), Downing writes, ñIn general, readers of C. S. Lewis have not shown much interest 
in critical theory, and readers of critical theory have not shown much interest in Lewis.ò Downing, ñPillar 
to Postmodernism,ò169. 

45
 See Alister E. McGrath, The Intellectual World of C. S. Lewis (Chichester, UK: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2014), chap. 3, titled ñA Gleam of Divine Truth: The Concept of Myth in Lewisôs Thought, ò 
55-81. McGrath devotes two short paragraphs to discussing the work of Adorno-Horkheimer in Dialectic 
on the concept of myth as part of a much broader discussion of Lewisô views on the subject (71-73).  

46
 See Norbert Feinendegen, Denk-Weg zu Christus: C. S. Lewis als kritischer Denker der 

Moderne (PhD diss., University of Bonn, 2008); Norbert Feinendegen, Denk-Weg zu Christus: C. S. Lewis 
als kritischer Denker der Moderne, Ratio Fidei, bd. 37 (Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 2008). The suggested 
English translation of Feinendegenôs title is Thinking as a Road to Christ: C. S. Lewis as a Critical Thinker 
of Modernity.       

47
 In part, Sanford Schwartzôs writes,  

Lewisôs dissections of the end-game of modern thought bears a striking resemblance to that of 
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adornoôs Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), written at the same 
moment and from a very different point on the ideological spectrum. The kinship is based not on any 
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brilliant observation and the fascinating lines of thought that run from it might have 

deserved a chapter to themselves.ò
48

  This dissertation attempts to write that chapter and 

more. 

Methodology 

This dissertation provides a critical explication and examination, first and 

foremost, of the primary texts of Lewisô Abolition and Adorno-Horkheimerôs Dialectic.  

Although the Dialectic was originally published in German, I use what is considered the 

best English translation of the book.  The exploration of these two texts involves a 

focused, intensive study of each chapter of each book, while providing a distillation of 

the authorsô key ideas and the main lines of their respective arguments.   

In addition to meticulously probing these two works, I draw extensively upon 

the whole corpus of the authorsô writings, where doing so seems germane to the issues at 

hand, with the goal of further explaining the central ideas of the two primary texts.  While 

treating the latter as a springboard for reading these authors together, I make heavy use of 

their other writings for the purpose of further critical comparative analysis.  This includes 

an investigation of their many published books, essays, and collections of letters, as well 

as both personal and professional correspondence.   

Furthermore, this research is informed by the wide array of secondary 

literature written on Lewis and Adorno-Horkheimer, including books, published and 

                                                 
 

immediate influence but on the longstanding similarity between conservative and radical critiques of 
the Enlightenment. As intellectuals from all camps struggled to comprehend the current crisis of 
European society, some came to regard the rise of totalitarian terror not as a defection from the 
Enlightenment but as the ultimate development of its distinctive type of rationality. In this respect, 
both Lewis and Horkheimer/Adorno should be situated along the spectrum that includes Mann 
(Doktor Faustus, 1947), Orwell (Nineteen Eighty-Four, 1949), Camus (The Rebel, 1951), and a 
variety of philosophers, social scientists, and historians who sought to explain the moral collapse of 
modern civilization and to restore, revise, or replace the rationalist heritage of the Enlightenment.  

Sanford Schwartz, C. S. Lewis on the Final Frontier: Science and the Supernatural in the Space Trilogy 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 192-93n28. 
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 See Malcolm Guite, ñC. S. Lewis: On Both Sides of the Wardrobe,ò Religious Studies 

Review 37, no. 2 (2011): 88, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 
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unpublished dissertations and theses, peer-reviewed journal articles, reviews, periodicals, 

speeches, interviews, online sources, and other research materials that appear to make a 

significant contribution to the scholarly discussion of the issues.  This field of literature is 

vast, and so great care is taken to narrow the scope of inquiry to the appropriate sources, 

which illuminate the authorsô essential theories and concepts as well as reveal new 

connections, points of contact, and other considerations along the way. 

Finally, I consult several resources related to nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century currents of thought and historical events.  These provide the needed background 

and contextual information necessary for a clearer understanding of the various 

influences on the authors and their works.  This investigation opens new vistas for fresh 

exploration of the intellectual climate, religious zeitgeist, and political and social 

landscape within which the authors were developing their major philosophical, moral, 

and cultural critiques.
49

 

Personal Interest  

The life and writings of C. S. Lewis have had an enormous impact on my 

intellectual and spiritual development over the years.  I am greatly indebted to Lewis for 

the present shape of my Christian Weltanschauung.  Similarly, a great number of 

Christian philosophers and theologians over time have attested to the tremendous 

influence the reading of Lewis has had on their own pilgrimage as well.   

My first encounter with Lewis was not his fiction but his apologetic works.  
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 Moreover, some inspiration for the approach taken in this dissertation comes from the work 
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While attending college at a secular university, pursuing studies in philosophy and 

religion no less, I experienced the pressures of learning to articulate and defend a 

traditional Christian perspective in an environment that, if not hostile, was either mildly 

opposed to or wholly indifferent to biblical Christianity.  Like so many believers, I found 

great solace in Lewisô cogent reasoning, the beauty of his prose, and his awe-inspiring 

imaginative appeal.  Throughout the years, I would routinely go back to him for 

intellectual nourishment as well as pure enjoyment.  It was only later that I was 

introduced to Lewisô fictional writings.  And now, I confess that I have entered through 

the wardrobe and become a permanent citizen of the enchanted land of Lewisiana, a true 

Narnian at heart, with loyalty and allegiance to the True King.
50

   

Furthermore, Lewis has been one of the key inspirations for my desire to teach 

and write professionally.  I am enamored with the study of philosophy, especially its 

integration with theology, apologetics, and ethics.  This has been the focus of not only my 

academic pursuits but also my vocation as college instructor, and hence a committed, 

life-long learner.  One of my personal and professional goals has been to bring together 

both my admiration for Lewis and my aspiration for scholarship.  Given the wealth of 

Lewisiana literature, it is extremely difficult to find a topic on Lewis that some scholar 

has not already thoroughly plowed, harvested, and devoured.  Accordingly, when I 

stumbled upon the intriguing connections between Lewisô Abolition and Adorno-

Horkheimerôs Dialectic, it seemed like a golden opportunity to make a unique 

philosophical contribution to the field of Lewis scholarship.  Hence, the idea for this 

dissertation was conceived and at last is born. 

Finally, some might find it odd, to say the least, to compare the urbane writing 
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of critical theorists like Adorno-Horkheimer to a Christian writer popularly known for his 

childrenôs books about a talking lion.  Of course, Lewis was an atheist thinker for the 

early years of his life, and many, including Lewis himself, have written about his 

intellectual conversion to Christianity.  Moreover, plentiful scholarly treatments are 

available on Lewis the popular theologian, apologist, moralist, fantasist, satirist, literary 

critic, essayist, poet, epistolist, science-fiction writer, and more.  But, not as readily 

acknowledged by all, Lewis has also greatly inspired and influenced the generation of 

philosophers after him.  He has had an enormous impact on the philosophical enterprise 

in general, both for Christians who have only gradually discovered and expounded upon 

his more theoretical ideas as well as non-Christians who have been forced to respond to 

his many rational arguments.  Lewis offers some of the most brilliant philosophical 

insights, while addressing many of the leading philosophical issues and concerns of his 

time (and yet, he remains timeless).  For this reason, among many others, more should be 

written about Lewis the philosopher.  With extraordinary precision and logical analysis, 

coupled with an incredible literary erudition and imaginative capacity, Lewis delivered 

scathing critiques of many major movements he believed were inculcating dangerous and 

destructive ways of thinking (or not thinking) in society.  He thought of himself as being 

born out of time, as belonging to the ñOld West,ò a living, breathing dinosaur, a relic of 

the past, one committed to walking down the ancient path of wisdom, knowledge, and 

virtue.  What is more, he set out to defend these ñantiquated,ò ñold-fashioned,ò and 

ñstagnantò modes of thought and life against the modern innovations that were becoming 

so increasingly fashionable in his day.  Downing, writes, ñEnglandôs perilous stand in 

1940 before a seemingly invincible Germany felt familiar to him, and he later relished his 

role as torchbearer for ówe fewô against the armies of progressivism, collectivism, and 

modernism in general.ò
51

  Indeed, Lewis set his torch to writing his philosophical tour de 
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forceðThe Abolition of Man. 

Brief Outline of the Following Chapters 

The following is a brief description (or roadmap) of the following six chapters 

of the dissertation.  Chapter 2 closely examines the main ideas of Lewisô Abolition.  The 

goal is simply to indicate and explicate the key concepts and arguments of the book, 

chapter by chapter, verse by verse.  This is primarily a descriptive endeavor for the 

purpose of clearly articulating Lewisô views as he presents them.  This examination 

provides the needed grist for the mill for the critical comparative analysis of Lewis and 

Adorno-Horkheimerôs differing perspectives on the issues in the chapters to follow.   

Likewise, chapter 3 emulates the same strategy described above, but shifts the 

focus to an examination of the main ideas of Adorno-Horkheimerôs Dialectic.  Once 

again, the goal is to indicate and explicate the key concepts and arguments of the book as 

they are developed throughout its principal chapter divisions.  This primarily descriptive 

study seeks to clarify Adorno-Horkheimerôs views as they offer them.  Thus, their main 

lines of argumentation are presented in preparation for the further critical analysis to 

come. 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 represent the heart of the dissertation.  The thorough 

investigation of both Lewisô Abolition and Adorno-Horkheimerôs Dialectic lays the 

proper groundwork for the more intensive, critical comparative analysis of these two 

works.  Each of the chapters 4 through 6 narrows the scope of the discussion to one of the 

following central themes for purposes of comparison and contrast: rationality, morality, 

and culture.  Here the general strategy for each chapter includes the following: (1) a 

critical examination of the areas of agreement between the authors, (2) a critical 

examination of the areas of major disagreement between the authors, (3) a critical 

comparative analysis of the competing assessments of the problems associated with the 

excesses of Enlightenment rationalism, (4) a critical comparative analysis of the 



   

  24 

competing diagnoses, prognoses, and proffered solutions of the writers, and finally, (5) a 

case is made for the greater insight and better argument in Lewisô critique compared with 

the fundamental errors and shortcomings of the critical theorists.   

More specifically, chapter 4 shows how, although perceptive of the ironic 

mythological employments of reason by those who thought the Enlightenment had 

championed the triumph of reason over myth, Adorno-Horkheimer go too far in their 

critique of Enlightenment rationality, resulting in a self-defeating view of human 

rationality altogether.  This has the unfortunate result of making their critique groundless 

and even self-destructive.  Lewis, by contrast, articulates and defends a more balanced 

epistemology that both recognizes and avoids the extremes of Enlightenment rationalism, 

thus making for a superior critique.    

Chapter 5 argues that Adorno-Horkheimer fail to provide an objective basis for 

ethical normativity.  They rightly critique the Enlightenment project for its reduction of 

reason to ñinstrumental reason,ò which restricts all human judgments to statements of fact 

about material realities, absent of any moral qualities.  However, Adorno-Horkheimer fail 

to replace what the Enlightenment project abandoned with an alternative basis for making 

objective moral judgments.  This presents an insuperable difficulty in their attempts to 

offer a valid moral critique of the barbarism, for example, of the Nazi persecution of the 

Jews.  Lewis, on the other hand, makes a superb and powerful case for natural law as the 

basis of objective moral values and moral judgments, necessary for any justified moral 

critique.   

In chapter 6, the results of the argumentation of the previous two chapters 

culminate in an evaluation of what Adorno-Horkheimer term the culture industry.  Here 

there is more surprising agreement between the authors than can be found in the previous 

chapters.  The authors express a shared concern about the use of propaganda, political 

and economic power, science, technology, and industry to manipulate and control the 

masses, with the fearful prospects of social conditioning and the engineering of a new 
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humanity.  Yet, despite some areas of agreement, Adorno-Horkheimerôs cultural criticism 

is surpassed by Lewisô greater insights into the religious needs of society and culture, and 

ultimately what is truly needed for mankind to break through the dialectic of 

enlightenment.    

Chapter 7, the concluding chapter, begins with a brief summary of the work 

accomplished in the preceding chapters.  I identify various areas for further fruitful 

exploration that lay outside of the scope of the dissertation.  This is followed by a 

discussion of the significance of both Abolition and Dialectic for the past, present, and 

future.  Finally, I conclude with a brief defense of Lewis the twentieth-century 

philosopher.
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CHAPTER 2 

C. S. LEWIS AND THE ABOLITION OF MAN 

Introduction  

This chapter closely examines the central ideas, themes, and concerns 

presented in Lewisô The Abolition of Man.
1
  The primary goal is to indicate, coordinate, 

and explicate the key concepts and arguments of the book.  This is chiefly a descriptive 

endeavor for the purpose of clearly articulating Lewisô views as he presented them.  The 

examination overall provides the needed material for the critical comparative analysis in 

the later chapters to follow.  Lewis advises his critics and interpreters to ñfind out what 

the author actually wrote and what the hard words meant and what the allusions were to, 

and you have done far more for me than a hundred new interpretations or assessments 

could ever do.ò
2
  It is in this spirit and with this intention that the rest of this chapter is 

written. 

ñMen without Chestsò 

Lewis begins his first chapter with a line taken from the old English Christmas 

carol titled ñUnto us is born a Son.ò  The line goes, ñSo he sent the word to slay, And 

slew the little childer.ò
3
  The verse refers to the tragic account, recorded in the Gospel of 
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 C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man: Reflections on Education with Special Reference to the 

Teaching of English in the Upper Forms of Schools, Riddell Memorial Lectures, 15th Series (London: 
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 Lewis, An Experiment in Criticism (1961; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2006), 121. 

3
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Matthew, chapter 2, when King Herod ordered the killing of all the male children of 

Bethlehem under the age of two.  This is both a curious and intriguing way to commence 

a discussion of the modern state of education!  Alan Jacobs comments: ñSurely it must 

have been a kind of macabre joke on Lewisôs part to preface a critique of textbooks with 

these lines?  But no: Herod could but kill the body; our teachers (he thinks) are killing 

our childrenôs souls, and this is the more grievous sin.ò
4
  Thus, Lewis attempts to grab his 

readersô attention with this unsettling association, which speaks to the gravity of the 

situation he intends to explore in the rest of the chapter (and the book as a whole).  

The Dangerous Philosophy                       

of The Green Book 

Lewis begins by introducing a book he had reviewed that was supposed to be a 

textbook on English grammar for ñboys and girls in the upper forms of schools.ò
5
  He 

explains how he became greatly alarmed by what he discerned to be a dangerous 

philosophy embedded, knowingly or unknowingly, within the text.  In his effort to avoid 

impugning the character or motives of the bookôs authors, Lewis refers to Gaius and 

Titius and The Green Book.
6
  The real authors are Alec King and Martin Ketley, and the 

book The Control of Language: A Critical Approach to Reading and Writing.
7
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 Alan Jacobs, The Narnian: The Life and Imagination of C. S. Lewis (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2005), 174. 

5
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6
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Schultz and John G. West, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), s.v. ñThe Abolition of 
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206, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 
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Without pillorying the original authors or their intentions, Lewis explains that 

he thinks the general tendency of the work engenders a particular way of thinking (or not 

thinking) that was detrimental to those who acquired it.
8
  He summarizes this tendency as 

the belief in two propositions: (1) ñthat all sentences containing a predicate of value are 

statements about the emotional state of the speaker,ò (2) ñthat all such statements are 

unimportant.ò
9
   This entails that all statements of value are merely or only subjective 

expressions of the speakerôs feelings and not objective statements about reality.  For 

Lewis, this subjectivist viewpoint is not only gravely mistaken but also extremely 

dangerous and destructive for those who embrace it.
10

 

 

Sublime, pretty, or whatever?  Lewis provides an example from The Green 

Book to illustrate how its authors reinforce this particular philosophical position.  The 

example recounts an event of Samuel Coleridge overhearing a conversation of two 

tourists while visiting a waterfall.
11

  The first tourist called the natural wonder ñsublimeò 

while the second called it ñpretty.ò  Coleridge approved of the first judgment but 

disapproved of the latter.  Gaius and Titius comment that, according to Lewis, ñWhen the 

                                                 
 

8
 Lewis, Abolition, 1. Contrast Lewisô modest censure here with J. R. Lucasô description of 
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9
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(London: Geoffrey Bles, 1967; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995). 
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Lewis, The Abolition of Man,ò accessed May 2, 2020, http://lewisiana.nl/abolquotes/. 
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man said This is sublime, he appeared to be making a remark about the waterfall . . .  

Actually . . . he was not making a remark about the waterfall, but a remark about his own 

feelings.  What he was saying was really I have feelings associated in my mind with the 

word óSublime,ô or shortly, I have sublime feelings.ò
12

  Moreover, says Lewis, they 

continue: ñThis confusion is continually present in language as we use it.  We appear to 

be saying something very important about something: and actually we are only saying 

something about our own feelings.ò
13

 

Lewis draws out a number of problematic implications of the teaching of Gaius 

and Titius based on this ñmomentous little paragraph.ò
14

  But, before examining these 

problems, he first draws the readerôs attention to what he thinks is a glaring example of a 

pons asinorum.
15

  The confusion, which Lewis charitably describes as a ñmere 

inadvertenceò on the part of Gaius and Titius, ironically involves an amateurish mistake 

in the use of language (ironically, the very subject of The Green Book).  More 

specifically, the error involves drawing the conclusion that the statement This is sublime 

has the same meaning as the statement I have sublime feelings.  Clearly, the former is 

offered as a description of an object beyond the subject, whereas the latter is intended as 

a description of the subjectôs feelings.  Setting aside the more crucial question (to be 

taken up shortly) as to whether or not the quality of sublimity belongs to the object or is a 

projection of the subjectôs emotions, Lewis explains that the emotions are, in fact, the 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 3. 

15
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formula the difficulty of which serves as a critical test of the ability or understanding of students, thus 
distinguishing the brighter ones from the foolish or inexperienced ones (the ñassesò) ill equipped to proceed 
any further in their studies. See New World Encyclopedia, s.v. ñPons Asinorum,ò accessed May 2, 2020, 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Bridge_of_Asses. 
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ñcorrelatives, and therefore almost the opposites, of the qualities projected.  The feelings 

which make a man call an object sublime are not sublime feelings but feelings of 

veneration.ò
16

  Accordingly, a more accurate description of oneôs feelings in this case 

would be not I have sublime feelings but I have humble feelings.  In the presence of an 

object thought or felt to be sublime, the emotional reaction produced is one of humility or 

feelings of lowliness.  Thus, according to Lewisô reductio ad absurdum argument, Gaius 

and Titiusô account has the following illogical and counterintuitive result: ñYou are 

contemptible means I have contemptible feelings: in fact that Your feelings are 

contemptible means My feelings are contemptible.ò
17

 

 

Inculcating a particular habit of m ind.  Returning to the central issue at 

hand, Lewis explains how Gaius and Titiusô approach inculcates in their pupils a general 

tendency that they will extend ñto all predicates of value.ò
18

  Whether or not this is Gaius 

and Titiusô intention or desire, Lewis is concerned ñwith the effect their book will 

certainly have on the schoolboyôs mind.ò
19

  He further clarifies what he does and does not 

                                                 
 

16
 Lewis, Abolition, 3. 

17
 Lewis, Abolition, 4. Cf. Lewis on the use of emotional language:  

One of the most important and effective uses of language is the emotional. It is also, of course, 
wholly legitimate. We do not talk only in order to reason or to inform. We have to make love and 
quarrel, to propitiate and pardon, to rebuke, console, intercede, and arouse. . . . The real objection lies 
not against the language of emotion as such, but against language which, being in reality emotional, 
masqueradesðwhether by plain hypocrisy or subtler self-deceitðas being something else.  

He further writes, 

We must obviously not call any utterance ñemotionalò language because it in fact arouses, 
even because it must arouse, emotion. ñIt is not cancer after all,ò ñThe Germans have surrendered,ò 
ñI love youòðmay all be true statements about matter of fact. And of course it is the facts, not the 
language, that arouse the emotion. . . . Statements about crime are not criminal language; nor are 
statements about emotions necessarily emotional language. Nor, in my opinion, are value-judgements 
(ñthis is good,ò ñthis is badò) emotional language. Approval and disapproval do not seem to me to be 
emotions.  

C. S. Lewis, Studies in Words, 2nd ed. (1967; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 314-
15.  

18
 Lewis, Abolition, 5. 

19
 Lewis, Abolition, 5. 
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mean by this effect: 

I do not mean, of course, that he will make any conscious inference from what he 
reads to a general philosophical theory that all values are subjective and trivial.  The 
very power of Gaius and Titius depends on the fact that they are dealing with a boy: 
a boy who thinks he is ñdoingò his ñEnglish prepò and has no notion that ethics, 
theology, and politics are all at stake.  It is not a theory they put into his mind, but 
an assumption, which ten years hence, its origin forgotten and its presence 
unconscious, will condition him to take one side in a controversy which he has 
never recognized as a controversy at all.  The authors themselves, I suspect, hardly 
know what they are doing to the boy, and he cannot know what is being done to 
him.

20
 

In sum, unbeknownst to the student, he/she will likely absorb a general 

philosophical theory and a particular habit of mind from reading The Green Book.  Given 

the studentôs youth, inexperience, and the fact that the work is ostensibly a textbook on 

English grammar, the impressionable student is not expecting to be indoctrinated in 

theories about ethics and value theory.  Nevertheless, the educational method adopted by 

Gaius and Titius has the effect of cutting certain ruts or grooves into the studentôs mind, 

certain fundamental presuppositions that will have a lasting influence on the studentôs 

outlook and orientation to the world.   

Modernist (Mis)Education  

Lewis expresses great concern about the various ñpractical resultsò of this 

modernist approach to education.  To illustrate, he points to another example that Gaius 

and Titius use to discourage a particular form of writing in their students.  Gaius and 

Titius criticize the writing style of an advertisement for a ñpleasure cruiseò for its 

descriptive language that appeals to the readerôs sense of adventure by incorporating 

references to ñplaces that have striking associations with history or legend.ò
21

  Lewis 

agrees that the advertisement is poorly written, and that a good teacher of English 

composition would compare this piece side by side with selections from better writers in 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 5.  

21
 Lewis, Abolition, 6. 
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order to highlight the differences in their quality of writing.  In this case, the better 

written piece would be whichever one does a superior job communicating the intended 

emotions associated with the passages in question.  According to Lewis, this would be a 

ñlesson worth teaching,ò as well as a real ñlesson in literature.ò
22

  Instead, Gaius and 

Titius focus on debunking the various claims and allusions made in the advertisement, 

presumably attempting to disabuse the reader of any deceptive hopes of having any real 

adventures at all like what the advertisement describes.  Lewis grants that their 

conclusions may indeed be true, but his educational concern here is that Gaius and Titius 

do not make it clear that this same process of debunking can be applied to examples of 

good literature just as well as bad ones.
23

  Moreover, Gaius and Titius fail to provide their 

readers with the actual tools of discovery that would enable them to appropriately and 

effectively criticize any work of literature along these lines.  Thus, the pupil will learn 

nothing about literature, instead, Lewis says,  

What he will learn quickly enough, and perhaps indelibly, is the belief that all 
emotions aroused by local association are in themselves contrary to reason and 
contemptible. . . .  Gaius and Titius, while teaching him nothing about letters, have 
cut out of his soul, long before he is old enough to choose, the possibility of having 
certain experiences which thinkers of more authority than they have held to be 
generous, fruitful, and humane.

24
     

                                                 
 

22
 Lewis, Abolition, 7. Lewis offers suggestions for this comparative approach, drawing from 

the works of Samuel Johnson and William Wordsworth. For further insights into Lewisô views on 
education, see C. S. Lewis, ñThe Idea of an óEnglish School,ôò in Image and Imagination: Essays and 
Reviews, ed. Walter Hooper (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); C. S. Lewis, ñOur English 
Syllabus,ò in Image and Imagination: Essays and Reviews, ed. Walter Hooper (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013). Also, see Mark Pike, ñEducation in The Abolition of Man,ò in Contemporary 
Perspectives on C. S. Lewisô Abolition of Man: History, Philosophy, Education, and Science, ed. Gayne 
John Anacker and Timothy M. Mosteller (London: Bloomsbury, 2017); Steven R. Loomis and Jacob P. 
Rodriguez, C. S. Lewis: A Philosophy of Education. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009; Nicolas R. 
Pertler, ñC. S. Lewis and the Premodern Rhetorical Tradition: The Abolition of Man as Rhetoric and 
Philosophy of Educationò (PhD diss., Duquesne University, 2014), ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 
Global. 

23
 Lewis now adds to his list of good examples: Charles Lamb (1775-1834), English essayist 

and poet; Virgil (70-19 BC), Roman poet; Thomas Browne (1605-82), English polymath; and William de la 
Mare (died c. 1290), English philosopher and theologian. Elsewhere, Lewis expresses a similar concern 
regarding the teaching of a modernist hermeneutic of suspicion among the young. See Lewis, Experiment 
in Criticism, 93. 

24
 Lewis, Abolition, 8-9. 
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Jacobs describes Gaius and Titiusô intent this way: ñ[T]hey see the prime task 

of a teacher to be disenchantment: unweaving the spell of value-laden language so that 

children control it rather than being controlled by it.ò
25

  This interpretation is apropos, 

especially considering The Green Bookôs real titleðThe Control of Language.  

Furthermore, the control of language in this way is symptomatic of a modernist view of 

rationality, which casts suspicion on qualitative, emotional, and value-laden language in 

general, in preference for a more quantitative, rationalistic, or scientific account of 

phenomena.  The modernist refuses to be duped or taken in by mere subjective 

appearances, emotions, and values, in a word, propaganda, and so the schoolboy is 

ñencouraged to reject the lure of the óWestern Oceanô on the very dangerous ground that 

in so doing he will prove himself a knowing fellow who canôt be bubbled out of his 

cash.ò
26

 

Throughout his criticism, Lewis is cautious not to challenge Gaius and Titiusô 

motives, granting that they ñdo not fully realize what they are doing and do not intend the 

far-reaching consequences it will actually have.ò
27

  Of course, the writers might be fully 

aware of what they are doing and have the explicit intention of producing what Lewis 

                                                 
 

25
 Jacobs, Narnian, 175; emphasis added.  

26
 Lewis, Abolition, 9. Throughout this chapter, Lewis focuses primarily on Gaius and Titius 

and their Green Book. At this point, he offers a parallel example in another work, whose author he refers to 
by yet another pseudonym, Orbilius. West explains, ñThe second English text Lewis attacked in this 
chapter is cited as being authored by óOrbilius.ô The real title and author of this second work is The 
Reading and Writing of English (1936) by E. G. Biaggini. Lewisôs identification of Biaginni as óOrbiliusô is 
likely a reference to Orbilius Pupillus, an infamous grammarian known for inflicting beatings on the 
Roman poet Horace while teaching him Homerôs Odyssey.ò West, ñThe Abolition of Man.ò Lewis 
acknowledges the superiority of Orbilius over Gaius and Titius. Lewis, Abolition., 103-4n7. Nevertheless, 
Orbilius engages in the ñsame operationò using the ñsame general anestheticò and falls into the ñsame trapò 
as Gaius and Titius (10). More specifically, Orbilius seeks to debunk the use of anthropomorphic language 
by some writers in referring to animals (in this case, of horses as ñwilling servantsò of their masters). 
Orbilius simply sets out to refute these anthropomorphisms; he does not address why the piece being 
examined is badly written, or how it compares with others that are well-written. According to Lewis, the 
consequence is that the students reading Orbilius will lose out on some of the natural, ordinate affections 
towards ñtheir ponies and dogs,ò will receive ñsome incentive to cruelty or neglectò of such animals, and 
will gain ñsome pleasure in their own knowingness,ò a prideful sense of self-satisfaction that they are 
beyond being duped by such silly writing (11). Sadly, Lewis claims, ñAnother little portion of the human 
heritage has been quietly taken from them before they were old enough to understandò (11).   

27
 Lewis, Abolition, 11. 
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calls variously ñthe trousered ape,ò the ñurban blockhead,ò orðñmen without chests.ò  

These writers ñmay really hold that the ordinary human feelings about the past or animals 

or large waterfalls are contrary to reason and contemptible and ought to be eradicated.  

They may be intending to make a clean sweep of traditional values and start with a new 

set.ò
28

  If so, this represents a philosophical rather than a literary position.  Thus, the 

reader of The Green Book will be disappointed to learn he has gotten ñthe work of 

amateur philosophers where he expected the work of professional grammarians.ò
29

   

In the end, Lewis still gives Gaius and Titius the benefit of the doubt that, 

rather than disseminating their philosophical views in a dishonest and deceptive manner, 

they probably ñslipped into itò for a variety of reasons.  First, the work of real literary 

criticism is a difficult endeavor, and it is much easier to do the kind of debunking Gaius 

and Titius have done.  Lewis explains, ñTo ódebunkô the emotion, on the basis of a 

commonplace rationalism, is within almost anyoneôs capacity.ò
30

  Second, Lewis says 

Gaius and Titius have simply misunderstood the greater educational need of their time.  

He explains, 

They see the world around them swayed by emotional propagandaðthey have 
learned from tradition that youth is sentimentalðand they conclude that the best 
thing they can do is to fortify the minds of young people against emotion.  My own 
experience as a teacher tells an opposite tale.  For every one pupil who needs to be 
guarded from a weak excess of sensibility there are three who need to be awakened 
from the slumber of cold vulgarity.  The task of the modern educator is not to cut 
down jungles but to irrigate deserts.  The right defense against false sentiments is to 
inculcate just sentiments.  By starving the sensibility of our pupils we only make 
them easier prey to the propagandist when he comes.  For famished nature will be 
avenged and a hard heart is no infallible protection against a soft head.

31
    

A third, ñprofounderò reason is that Gaius and Titius may hold to the 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 12. 

29
 Lewis, Abolition, 12.. 

30
 Lewis, Abolition, 13. 

31
 Lewis, Abolition, 13-14. See Peter J. Schakel, ñIrrigating Deserts with Moral Imagination,ò 

Christian Refection: A Series in Faith and Ethics 11 (2004): 21-29. The Center for Christian Ethics at 
Baylor University, http://www.baylor.edu/ifl/Christianreflection/InklingsarticleSchakel.pdf. 
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conviction that it is the responsibility of good educators to ñbuild some sentiments while 

destroying others.ò
32

  However, Lewis points out that it is their debunking procedure that 

will have a more lasting impact on their pupils.  Even worse, this process of debunking 

turns out to be like the proverbial snake eating its own tale, a self-defeating procedure in 

the end.    

Ancient vs. Modern Education   

According to Lewis, Gaius and Titius face an ñeducational predicamentò that is 

ñdifferent from that of all their predecessors.ò
33

  He makes clear that their modern 

educational approach runs against the grain of the great teachers of old: ñUntil quite 

modern times all teachers and even all men believed the universe to be such that certain 

emotional reactions on our part could be either congruous or incongruous to itðbelieved, 

in fact, that objects did not merely receive, but could merit, our approval or disapproval, 

our reverence or our contempt.ò
34

  This accounts for Coleridgeôs approval of the 

appellation sublime and disapproval of pretty, in describing the waterfall.  The former 

response was a better fit than the latter to the nature of the waterfall, and he could assume 

the tourists agreed certain expressions or responses were either more or less adequate to 

their corresponding objects.  Additionally, that they indeed were descriptions about the 

objects and not about the touristsô emotions, which must be the case if there is to be any 

agreement or disagreement over the responses whatsoever.  As Lewis illustrates, ñTo 

disagree with This is pretty if those words simply described the ladyôs feelings, would be 

absurd; if she had said I feel sick Coleridge would hardly have replied No; I feel quite 

well.ò
35
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 Lewis, Abolition, 14. 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 14. 

34
 Lewis, Abolition, 14-15; emphasis original. 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 15. 
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Regarding the ancient educational method, along with Coleridge, Shelley,
36

 

and Traherne,
37

 Lewis draws poignant examples from the works of Plato,
38

 Aristotle,
39

 

and Augustine
40

 in the West; Hindu
41

 and Chinese
42

 philosophy in the East; and Jewish
43

 

teaching from the Middle East.  These numerous and culturally varied examples illustrate 

the ancient (pre-modern) view that an objective order of reality exists, which can be 

known and understood by the human mind, and which requires certain appropriate 

                                                 
 

36
 Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822), English Romantic poet. Shelley, comparing the human 

sensibility to an Aeolian lyre, explains the difference between the two in that the former has a power of 
ñinternal adjustmentò whereby it can ñaccommodate its chords to the motions of that which strikes them.ò 
Lewis, Abolition, 15-16; quoting Shelley, A Defense of Poetry (1840), Part 1. 

37
 Thomas Traherne (1636-74), English poet, clergyman, and theologian. Lewis quotes 

Traherne: ñCan you be righteous unless you be just in rendering to things their due esteem? All things were 
made to be yours and you were made to prize them according to their value.ò Lewis, Abolition, 16; quoting 
Traherne, Centuries of Meditations (1908), 1.12. 

38
 According to Plato, Lewis says one must be trained to ñfeel the right responses,ò and the 

pupil ñmust be trained to feel pleasure, liking, disgust, and hatred at those things which really are pleasant, 
likable, disgusting and hateful.ò Lewis, Abolition, 16; citing Plato, Laws 2.653 and The Republic 3.402a. 

39
 Lewis states, ñAristotle says that the aim of education is to make the pupil like and dislike 

what he ought,ò to be ñtrained in óordinate affectionsô or ójust sentiments.ôò Lewis, Abolition, 16; quoting 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 2.1104b; 1.1095b. 

40
 Lewis describes Augustineôs definition of virtue as ordo amoris as ñthe condition of the 

affections in which every object is accorded that kind of degree of love which is appropriate to it.ò Lewis, 
Abolition 16; referring to Augustine, The City of God 15.22. 

41
 Lewis writes, ñIn early Hinduism that conduct in men which can be called good consists in 

conformity to, or almost participation in, the Rtaðthat great ritual or pattern of nature and supernature 
which is revealed alike in the cosmic order, the moral virtues, and the ceremonial of the temple. 
Righteousness, correctness, order, the Rta, is constantly identified with satya or truth, correspondence to 
reality. . . . [T]he Indian Masters say that the gods themselves are born of the Rta and obey it.ò Lewis, 
Abolition, 17; citing an entry on ñRighteousness [Hindu],ò from the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, 
vol. 10, ed. John Alexander Selbie, Louis Herbert Gray, and James Hastings (Edinburgh, UK: T. & T. 
Clark, 1908-27).  

42
 Lewis explains, ñThe Chinese also speak of a great thing (the greatest thing) called the Tao. 

It is the reality beyond all predicates, the abyss that was before the Creator Himself. It is the Nature, it is 
the Way, the Road. It is the Way in which the universe goes on, the Way in which things everlastingly 
emerge, stilly and tranquilly, into space and time. It is also the Way which every man should tread in 
imitation of that cosmic and supercosmic progression, conforming all activities to that great exemplar. óIn 
ritual,ô says the Analects, óit is harmony with Nature that is prized.ôò Lewis, Abolition, 18; quoting 
Confucius, The Analects of Confucius, trans. Arthur Waley (London: Allen and Unwin, 1938), 1.12. 

43
 Lewis relates, ñThe ancient Jews likewise praise the Law as being ótrue.ôò Lewis, Abolition, 

18; citing Psalm 119:151. Lewis in a note elaborates on the Hebrew emeth for ñtruth,ò clarifying that the 
Hebrew term meant more than correspondence, but emphasizes concepts such as reliability, 
trustworthiness, faithfulness, and permanence (104-5n19; emphasis original). Cf. C. S. Lewis, Reflections 
on the Psalms (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1958; repr., San Diego: Harcourt, 2002), 58-63. 
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emotional responses on our part as well.
44

   

 

Introducing the Tao.  Throughout the rest of the book, Lewis refers to this 

common conception of objective reality shared by the ancient teachers and sages as the 

Tao, which he defines as ñthe doctrine of objective value, the belief that certain attitudes 

are really true, and others really false, to the kind of thing the universe is and the kind of 

things we are.ò
45

  This is also known as the doctrine of natural law, and has roots in 

                                                 
 

44
 Elsewhere, Lewis uses the expression ñstock responseò to convey his meaning. For example, 

in his essay ñChristianity and Culture,ò he explains,  

Every virtue is a habitusði.e., a good stock response. Dr. Richards very candidly recognizes this 
when he speaks of people ñhag-ridden by their vices or their virtues.ò. . . But we want to be so 
ridden. I do not want a sensitivity which will show me how different each temptation to lust or 
cowardice is from the last, how unique, how unamenable to general rules. A stock response is 
precisely what I need to acquire. Moral theologians, I believe, tell us to fly at sight from temptations 
to faith or chastity. If that is not (in Dr. Richardsô words) a ñstock,ò ñstereotyped,ò ñconventionalò 
response, I do not know what is.  

C. S. Lewis, Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1967; repr., Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 24-25; emphasis original. Lewis refers to the work of Ivor Armstrong Richards (1893-
1979), the British linguist and literary critic, and his books The Meaning of Meaning (1923) and Principles 
of Literary Criticism (1924). Speaking of his references to Richards in Abolition, Lewis writes, ñAs for his 
being the precursor of my Green Book villains, yes. But as in him it is all above-board, a theory advanced 
for adult consideration and argued for, there is no crime in it, only error. The Green Book smuggled it in 
without argument in a book on a slightly different subject, for children, without probably being even aware 
that it was controversial. Richards walks up to our mental front door and rings the bell.ò C. S. Lewis to 
Dorothy L. Sayers, November 7, 1947, in The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 2, Books, Broadcasts, 
and the War, 1931-1949, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 810-11. 

45
 Lewis, Abolition, 18. This is the equivalent of what Lewis refers to in bk. 1 of Mere 

Christianity variously as: ñThe Law of Nature,ò ñthe Law of Human Nature,ò ñthe Law of Right and 
Wrong,ò ñthe Law of fair play or decent behavior or morality,ò and ñthe Rule of Decent Behavior.ò C. S. 
Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1952; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001). 
Nevertheless, some critics have taken issue with Lewisô use of the term Tao for referring to this universal 
standard of morality or doctrine of objective value. For example, Kathryn Lindskoog and Gracia Fay 
Ellwood write,  

In Abolition he uses ñthe Taoò as shorthand for Natural Law or First Principle. This word choice is 
perhaps unfortunate. It is hard to believe that Lewis read, received (to use his own language) and 
savored the Tao Te Ching, Taoismôs scripture, and concluded that ñTaoò is the most accurate and 
succinct term for the moral law. Although the Tao is finally ineffable, according to the Tao Te Ching, 
it is best described as ñthe Flow,ò ñthe way things change,ò ñthe Lifeò or ñthe Source.ò To follow the 
Tao is indeed to live morally, for it requires respecting the lowly and avoiding oppression and pride. 
However, the Tao ultimately accepts the status quo, whether good or evil. Lewis might have done 
better to stay with the term moral law, Natural Law or, if he preferred Chinese thought, ñthe Will of 
Heaven.ò 

Kathryn Lindskoog and Gracia Fay Ellwood, ñC. S. Lewis: Natural Law, the Law in Our Hearts,ò The 
Christian Century 101, no. 35 (November 14, 1984): 1060, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, 
EBSCOhost. In fact, Lewis does not show a familiarity with Lao Tzuôs Tao Te Ching, nor does Lewis cite 
this work anywhere in Abolition. Indeed, he confesses, ñAs for the Chinese, all I know is the Analects 
translated by Waley.ò C. S. Lewis to Dom Bede Griffiths, September 27, 1948, in The Collected Letters of 
C. S. Lewis, vol. 2, Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931-1949, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: 
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Jewish, Platonic, Aristotelian, Stoic, Christian, and Oriental philosophical and religious 

systems.  On this conception of the Tao, certain qualities in things demand certain 

responses on our part, whether we like, desire, or make them or not, irrespective of our 

personal opinions, emotions, or attitudes.  Accordingly, Lewis explains,  

And because our approvals and disapprovals are thus recognitions of objective value 
or responses to an objective order, therefore emotional states can be in harmony 
with reason (when we feel liking for what ought to be approved) or out of harmony 
with reason (when we perceive that liking is due but cannot feel it).  No emotion is, 
in itself, a judgment; in that sense all emotions and sentiments are alogical.  But 
they can be reasonable or unreasonable as they conform to Reason or fail to 
conform.  The heart never takes the place of the head: but it can, and should, obey 
it.

46
    

 By contrast, the teachings and ñthe world ofò The Green Book exclude the 

possibility for this kind of discernment between what is reasonable or unreasonable 

regarding the connections between oneôs emotions and reality.  For such judgments 

depend upon an external, objective standard.  But, the philosophy of Gaius and Titius 

                                                 
 
HarperCollins, 2004), 881. Cf. Lao Tsu, Tao Te Ching, trans. Gia-fu Feng and Jane English, with 
introduction by Jacob Needleman (New York: Vintage Books, 1989).  

Jean Bethke Elshtain offers the following analysis of Lewisô choice of the term Tao for 
referring to Natural Law: ñOf course, this assimilation of faith traditions is controversial but defensible in 
context, I would suggest. There are times when we want to clarify distinctions and differences; other times 
when we want to make the strongest case we can that a core or cluster of shared recognitions persists. 
Writing this particular essay (Abolition), Lewis took the latter tack.ò Jean Bethke Elshtain, ñThe Abolition 
of Man: C. S. Lewisôs Prescience Concerning Things to Come,ò in C. S. Lewis as Philosopher: Truth, 
Goodness and Beauty, ed. David Baggett, Gary R. Habermas, and Jerry L. Walls (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2008), 89n10. For a similar take, see Gabriele Greggersen, ñC. S. Lewis and the Rejection of 
the Tao,ò Dialog: A Journal of Theology 42, no. 2 (Summer 2003): 122, Academic Search Premier, 
EBSCOhost. Furthermore, according to Arend Smilde, Lewis may have derived the idea for using the 
Chinese term from ñCharles Goreôs book The Philosophy of the Good Life (1930), which he read in January 
1940.ò Smilde, ñQuotations and Allusions in C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Manò; cf. Lewis, Collected 
Letters, 2:321, 324. In this connection, see Adam Barkman, C. S. Lewis & Philosophy as a Way of Life: A 
Comprehensive Historical Examination of His Philosophical Thoughts (Allentown, PA: Zossima, 2009), 
174-75. Finally, Lewis reveals another clue for his choice of the expression Tao in preference to an English 
alternative, in his A Preface to Paradise Lost. Here he quotes the work of Christopher Dawson: ñThe same 
conception of a universal order is also of fundamental importance in the religious development of India and 
Persia. It appears in the Rigveda . . . under the name of Rta or Rita. It is usually translated as Order or 
Right, but it is difficult to find any equivalent for it in modern English since it is at once cosmic, ritual and 
moral.ò C. S. Lewis, A Preface to Paradise Lost (1942; repr., London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 73; 
emphasis added; citing Christopher Dawson, Progress and Religion: An Historical Inquiry (London: Sheed 
and Ward, 1929), chap. 6; repr., with foreword by Christina Scott, introduction by Mary Douglas, The 
Works of Christopher Dawson, ed. Christina Scott and Don J. Briel (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 2001). 
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denies such a standard exists; all value judgments are reducible to the subjective 

emotions of the individual.  Moreover, Lewis writes, ñNow the emotion, thus considered 

by itself, cannot be either in agreement or disagreement with Reason.  It is irrational not 

as a paralogism is irrational, but as a physical event is irrational: it does not rise even to 

the dignity of error.ò
47

  Thus, he further explains, ñOn this view, the world of facts, 

without one trace of value, and the world of feelings, without one trace of truth or 

falsehood, justice or injustice, confront one another, and no rapprochement is possible.ò
48

  

The unfortunate result is an absolute separation between, on the one hand, mind and 

emotion, and reality on the other. 

 

Propagation vs. propaganda.  Lewis elaborates further on the ñeducational 

predicament,ò or the ñeducational problem,ò for the modern educator.  The problem is 

different depending on whether the educator stands within or without the Tao.  If one 

adheres to the Tao, then the goal of the educator is to ñtrain in the pupil those responses 

which are in themselves appropriate, whether anyone is making them or not, and in 

making which the very nature of man consists.ò
49

  However, the view taken by Gaius and 

Titius sets up an unbridgeable chasm between appearance and reality, which logically 
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results in an epistemological skepticism and moral nihilism.  From the standpoint of one 

operating outside of the Tao, modern educators, to maintain consistency, can only regard 

ñall sentiments as equally non-rational, as mere mists between us and the real objects.  As 

a result, they must either decide to remove all sentiments, as far as possible, from the 

pupilôs mind; or else encourage some sentiments for reasons that have nothing to do with 

their intrinsic ójustnessô or óordinacy.ôò
50

  But, any reasons offered for acceptance of the 

newly selected sentiments are undermined by the modern educatorôs process of 

debunking sentiments qua sentiments as nothing but expressions of subjective emotional 

responses.
51

   

Lewis explains how the education of old ñwas a kind of propagationðmen 

transmitting manhood to men; the new is merely propaganda.ò
52

  The modern educatorôs 

attempt to eradicate false emotions comes at the price of disabling the studentôs ability to 

make objective value-judgments.  The logic goes: Values are nothing but sentiment.  

Sentiments are merely subjective expressions of emotion.  Therefore, values are only 

subjective emotional expressions.  The result is that it becomes impossible to make true 

judgments about what kinds of behavior are reasonable or unreasonable, right or wrong.
53
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Ironically, this makes the student vulnerable and susceptible to the very things Gaius and 

Titius sought to protect the student from: false ideologies, empty rhetoric, and emotional 

propaganda.  

Modernism + Moral Subjectivism             

= ñMen without Chestsò   

Drawing upon the ancient tripartite division of the human soul, Lewis argues 

that the regrettable consequence of this process of inculcating subjectivity is what he 

terms ñMen without Chests.ò  The belief in subjectivism causes the chest (the heart, or 

the will) of man to atrophy, and so the defining element of human nature is eradicated, or 

abolished.  He explains,     

Without the aid of trained emotions the intellect is powerless against the animal 
organism. . . .  We were told it long ago by Plato.  As the king governs by his 
executive, so Reason in man must rule the mere appetites by means of the ñspirited 
element.ò  The head rules the belly through the chestðthe seat, as Alanus tells us, 
of Magnanimity, of emotions organized by trained habit into stable sentiments.  The 
ChestðMagnanimityðSentimentðthese are the indispensable liaison officers 
between cerebral man and visceral man.  It may even be said that it is by this middle 
element that man is man: for by his intellect he is mere spirit and by his appetite 
mere animal.

54
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 Lewis, Abolition, 24-25. Alanus ab Insulis, or Alain de Lille (c. 1125-1203), French scholar 

and poet. Lewis refers to his poem De Planctu Naturae Prosa (ñNatureôs Complaintò or ñThe Plaint of 
Kindò), which is a satire on human vice. On the triadic division of human nature, compare Lewis: 

Ethically . . . the triad is Reason, Emotion, and Appetite. Reason, seated in the head, governs the 
Appetites, seated in the abdomen or beneath it, by the aid of the more fully human and civilized 
emotions which were located in the thorax; such things as shame, honor, pity, self-respect, affection. 
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C. S. Lewis, Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature, ed. by Walter Hooper (1966; repr., 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 58-59; emphasis original. Furthermore, Lewis writes, ñIn 
this densely populated universe a very peculiar position was allotted to Man. . . . Christians had always held 
that a man was a composite creature, animal rationale, and that it lay in his own choice to be governed by 
his reason or his animality. But that choice could produce order or disorder only within the limits assigned 
to him by the hierarchy of being. He could become a saint but not an angel: a swinish man but not a pig.ò 
C. S. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding Drama, The Oxford History of English 
Literature, vol. 3 (1954; repr., London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 12. Finally, Lewisô allegorical 
work, The Pilgrimôs Regress, is also helpful for understanding this division of human nature and its 
extremes, which he characterizes in this book by North and South. Although written in 1933, the preface 
(or afterword depending on the edition) was written a decade later in 1943, the same year as Abolition. 
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Lewis further notes the irony of this tragi-comic situation for modern man.  

Many of the modern intelligentsia, like Gaius and Titius, go to great efforts to debunk the 

sentiments associated with traditional values; yet, at the same time, ñwe continue to 

clamor for those very qualities we are rendering impossible.ò
55

  Lewis explains, ñIn a sort 

of ghastly simplicity we remove the organ and demand the function.  We make men 

without chests and expect of them virtue and enterprise.  We laugh at honor and are 

shocked to find traitors in our midst.  We castrate and bid the geldings be fruitful.ò
56

  In 

the end, the modernist approach proves to be untenable.  In practice, it requires or 

depends upon the very virtues and values it seeks to debunk.   

ñThe Wayò 

In his first chapter, Lewis offers his diagnosis of the modern predicament, 

which can be succinctly summarized as follows: Modernism has embarked upon a new 

socio-cultural experiment of redefining human nature, and in so doing has sought an 

alternative to objective values as a basis for human understanding.  Moreover, this 

experiment has a dehumanizing effect, producing a society of what Lewis calls ñMen 

without Chests.ò  Consequently, Lewis opens his second chapter by sounding the alarm 

for Western civilization: ñThe practical result of education in the spirit of The Green 

Book must be the destruction of the society which accepts it.ò
57

  In this second chapter, 

Lewis provides his prognosis for society by setting forth a masterful defense of the 

natural law tradition within philosophy.  This includes a robust defense of what he has 
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already referred to as the Tao.  He explains that the doctrine of objective value is not 

exclusively Christian but has been on universal display throughout human civilization, 

including a variety of religious and philosophical traditions.
58

   

Some Theoretical Difficulties   

Lewis is extraordinarily practical, but he is no pragmatist regarding the nature 

of truth and value.  In noting the very impractical and ultimately devastating results of 

moral subjectivism for society, he clarifies that this alone is not a sufficient refutation of 

the theory: ñThe true doctrine might be a doctrine which if we accept we die.ò
59

  Thus, he 

goes on to tackle further ñtheoretical difficultiesò with the theory of moral subjectivism, 

as embraced by Gaius and Titius in The Green Book, which he believes are far more 

detrimental to their view than its practical difficulties. 

 

A problem of consistency.  The first theoretical problem he identifies is a lack 

of consistency in their view.  In spite of their rejection of traditional values, Gaius and 

Titius clearly hold to at least some values they do indeed believe to be objective.  For 

example, in the very writing of The Green Book, it is evident Gaius and Titius believe 

they have a responsibility as educators to ñproduce certain states of mind in the rising 

generation.ò  This is because either they think these states of mind intrinsically good or 
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think they are ñthe means to some state of society which they regard as desirable.ò
60

  

Lewis further explains, 

The important point is not the precise nature of their end, but the fact that they have 
an end at all.  They must have, or their book (being purely practical in intention) is 
written to no purpose.  And this end must have real value in their eyes.  To abstain 
from calling it good and to use, instead, such predicates as ñnecessaryò or 
ñprogressiveò or ñefficientò would be a subterfuge.  They could be forced by 
argument to answer the questions ñnecessary for what?,ò ñprogressing towards 
what?,ò ñeffecting what?ò; in the last resort they would have to admit that some 
state of affairs was in their opinion good for its own sake.

61
   

If this state of affairs is truly ñgood for its own sakeò (intrinsically or essentially good), 

then it must possess more than mere practical value, and it cannot be merely a description 

of the emotional states of Gaius and Titius either.  In the end, their purpose for writing 

The Green Book must be aimed at some end which has their approval, indeed an approval 

they intend their readersô to share because they believe it is ñin some way valid or 

correct.ò
62

   

Additionally, Lewis reveals how Gaius and Titius are firmly committed to and 

strongly advocate for a whole host of values in The Green Book.  In fact, they ñwill be 

found to hold, with complete uncritical dogmatism, the whole system of values which 

happened to be in vogue among moderately educated young men of the professional 

classes during the period between the two wars.ò
63

  In other words, their skepticism 

regarding values is superficial and really aimed at a particular set of values, traditional 

ones, while suspending their skeptical approach when it comes to their embrace of 

various modern values.  According to Lewis, this tactic is a very common one, which he 

describes as the following: 
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A great many of those who ñdebunkò traditional or (as they would say) 
ñsentimentalò values have in the background values of their own which they believe 
to be immune from the debunking process.  They claim to be cutting away the 
parasitic growth of emotion, religious sanction, and inherited taboos, in order that 
ñrealò or ñbasicò values may emerge.

64
  

However, this selective debunking process, initiated by what Lewis calls the ñInnovator 

in values,ò is ultimately self-defeating.  To prove this to be the case, Lewis takes the case 

of death for a good cause as his experimentum crucis.  The Innovator in values seeks to 

reduce dulce et decorum and greater love hath no man, believed by the Innovator to be 

ñirrational sentiments,ò to a more basic ground of value.  But, where will he find such a 

ground?   Lewis critically examines a number of possible candidates for such a ground, 

while exposing the failure of attempts to find an alternative basis for morality in anything 

other than the Tao. 

 

Self-preservation or preservation of society?  One attempt is to find a basis 

for morality in what is needed for self-preservation or the preservation of the community, 

society, or the human species.  What this amounts to, according to Lewis, is the moral 

claim that the death of some men is useful to other men.  ñBut on what ground are some 

men being asked to die for the benefit of others?,ò he queries.  Even granting the truth of 

the moral claim, one can still press the question: ñWhy should I be one of those who take 

the risk?ò  The burden the Innovator must bear is how to explain ñin terms of pure 

reasoningò alone, without any appeals to the rejected ñsentimentsò of values or virtues of 

pride, honor, shame, or love, why one has a moral obligation to sacrifice their life for the 

benefit of others.  Why should altruism be preferred over selfishness, especially when 

what is at stake is oneôs own life?  Gaius and Titius cannot defend the position that 

altruism is the more ñrationalò or ñintelligentò option.  For on their view of reason (which 

Lewis here describes as ñthe connecting by inference of propositions, ultimately derived 

from sense data, with further propositionsò), neither the willingness nor the refusal to 
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sacrifice oneôs life for anotherôs is any more or less rational based on appeals to mere 

descriptive facts about human behavior alone.
65

  Lewis explains the fundamental problem 

with this rationalistic approach:  

From propositions about fact alone no practical conclusion can ever be drawn.  This 
will preserve society cannot lead to do this except by the mediation of society ought 
to be preserved.  This will cost you your life cannot lead directly to do not do this: it 
can lead to it only through a felt desire or an acknowledged duty of self-
preservation.  The Innovator is trying to get a conclusion in the imperative mood out 
of premises in the indicative mood: and though he continues trying to all eternity he 
cannot succeed, for the thing is impossible.

66
  

Here Lewis appeals to something akin to the naturalistic fallacy of G. E. Moore 

(sometimes called Humeôs Law or the ñis-oughtò fallacy), which essentially states that 

one cannot validly derive from premises that are purely descriptive (i.e., in the indicative 

mood) a conclusion that is prescriptive (i.e., in the imperative mood).
67

  In this case, any 

attempt to ground morality in the fact that the preservation of humanity depends upon 

belief in certain moral values presupposes an unstated, normative value regarding the 

preservation of the individual or societyðthat either ought to be preserved.  This 

normative position is not reached via rational demonstration from facts about human 

nature alone, but is smuggled into, knowingly or unknowingly, the argument from the 

beginning as an unstated premise, thus committing a petitio principii.   

Consequently, Lewis says a choice must be made: 

We must therefore either extend the word Reason to include what our ancestors 
called Practical Reason and confess that judgements such as society ought to be 
preserved . . . are not mere sentiments but are rationality itself; or else we must give 
up at once, and for ever, the attempt to find a core of ñrationalò value behind all the 
sentiments we have debunked.

68
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Of course, the former represents Lewisô view but is the one excluded by the Innovator, 

for this would require a return to ñthe Way,ò or the Tao.  Thus, it is the latter option the 

Innovator will have to take up and defend in order to provide an alternative basis for 

morality, one even more ñbasicò and ñrealisticò than human rationality.
69

 

 

Biological instinct or moral imperative?  The next theory seeks to establish 

the goal of the preservation of society as a given of biological instinct, rather than 

something which hangs on ñthe precarious thread of human Reason.ò  By instinct, Lewis 

means ñan unreflective or spontaneous impulse widely felt by the members of a given 

species.ò
70

  The Innovator has a new motive for conveniently avoiding any need to argue 

on behalf of this theory since the position is not established by rational argumentation but 

is biologically based.  The Innovator simply points to the fact that human beings have an 

instinctive urge for the preservation of our species.  This instinct, drive, or impulse for 

survival is felt universally among human beings, and so seems to provide a more solid 

basis for our moral experience.  What is more, this new basis serves to debunk or 

eradicate certain moral beliefs not in conformity to it.  For example, ñWe have no 

instinctive urge to keep promises or to respect individual life: this is why scruples of 

justice and humanityðin fact the Taoðcan be properly swept away when they conflict 

with our real end, the preservation of the species.ò
71

 

However, the attempt to ground moral value on instinct also fails to escape the 

problem of the is-ought distinction described above.  When the Innovator claims that we 
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must obey instinct, we have to consider what the Innovator means exactly.  By must, the 

Innovator surely does not mean we simply cannot do otherwise (this kind of necessity 

would preclude all moral exhortation, including the kind presented within The Greek 

Book) or doing so will make us happy or feel satisfied (remember the experimentum 

crucis is that of facing death, which would remove every possible satisfaction in this 

world, even any satisfaction possibly received from the desire for the good of posterity).  

Thus, Lewis argues, ñIt looks very much as if the Innovator would have to say not that 

we must obey Instinct, nor that it will satisfy us to do so, but that we ought to obey it.ò
72

  

But, why ought we to obey instinct?  Whence this moral obligation?  Lewis explains,  

From the statement about psychological fact ñI have an impulse to do so and soò we 
cannot by any ingenuity derive the practical principle ñI ought to obey this 
impulse.ò  Even if it were true that men had a spontaneous, unreflective impulse to 
sacrifice their own lives for the preservation of their fellows, it remains a quite 
separate question whether this is an impulse they should control or one they should 
indulge.

73
 

Whether or not it would be morally right or a duty to act upon a given impulse would 

require a separate, external moral standard, beyond impulse, for one to make this moral 

judgment.   
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Moreover, the voices of instinct are as cacophonous as the voices of people.  

Clearly not all of our instincts are in harmony but are often in conflict with one another.  

The Innovator claims that the instinct to preserve the species casts the deciding vote and 

should be obeyed at the expense of all the other instincts.  But, what gives this particular 

instinct this special precedence?  It is not sufficient that the instinct makes the claim for 

itself.  Of course it would, and so would any other!  This would be simply a case of 

special pleading.  Lewis explains, ñIf we did not bring to the examination of our instincts 

a knowledge of their comparative dignity we could never learn it from them.  And that 

knowledge cannot itself be instinctive: the judge cannot be one of the parties judged; or, 

if he is, the decision is worthless and there is no ground for placing the preservation of 

the species above self-preservation or sexual appetite.ò
74

  The only way by which one 

could reasonably judge one instinct to be preferred over the others is by petitioning a 

higher court of appeal.  Furthermore, it is useless to call a particular instinct ñbasic,ò 

ñfundamental,ò ñprimal,ò or the ñdeepest,ò for such terms either beg the question by 

concealing a value judgment that has been applied to rather than derived from the 

instinct, or such words merely represent a reporting of the instinctôs ñfelt intensity, the 

frequency of its operation and its wide distribution.ò  But, all such observations or 

descriptions of oneôs experience of the instinct would lack any normative force.
75

   

Finally, Lewis calls into question the claim that an instinct for the preservation 

of the species exists at all.  He says he is unable to attest to having such an instinct 

himself.
76

  Also, he doubts whether this ñunreflective impulse to do anything at all about 
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the speciesò or even the idea of ñposterityò ever occurs in anyone save those educated in 

a particular way to reflect on such matters.
77

  At most, we have a protective instinct to 

preserve and provide for the livelihood of our children and grandchildren, but even this 

natural impulse dissipates and finally vanishes altogether in the attempt to imagine future 

generations.  Whether parents ought to extend this regard beyond their children to their 

future progeny cannot be determined by an appeal to instinct as a source of value.  For 

clearly maternal instinct (or mother love) surpasses any after the fact reflections and 

choices regarding rational planning for the future.  The Innovator seeks to elevate the 

more dubious instinct for the preservation of the species at the expense of the more 

obvious instinct for motherly love or paternal affection, which of course is rooted in the 

Tao.  Ironically, it is only for those who accept the Tao that this extension of the parental 

instinct to concern for future generations might be justified.   

Back to the Tao, or Natural Law 

Thus far, the Innovator has sought to establish an alternative basis for a system 

of values, turning to mere statements of fact or appealing to biological instinct.  But, 

Lewis claims, ñNone of the principles he requires are to be found there: but they are all to 

be found somewhere else,ò that is in the Tao.
78

  He proclaims,  

                                                 
 
of our species. We must resolutely train ourselves to feel that the survival of Man on this Earth, much more 
of our own nation or culture or class, is not worth having unless it can be had by honorable and merciful 
means. . . . Nothing is more likely to destroy a species or a nation than a determination to survive at all 
costs. Those who care for something else more than civilization are the only people by whom civilization is 
at all likely to be preserved.ò C. S. Lewis, ñOn Living in an Atomic Age,ò in Present Concerns: A 
Compelling Collection of Timely, Journalistic Essays, ed. Walter Hooper (London: Fount, 1986; repr., San 
Diego: Harcourt, 2002), 79-80. 
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All the practical principles behind the Innovatorôs case for posterity, or society, or 
the species, are there from time immemorial in the Tao.  But they are nowhere else.  
Unless you accept these without question as being to the world of action what 
axioms are to the world of theory, you can have no practical principles whatever.  
You cannot reach them as conclusions: they are premisses.

79
   

Moreover, he argues, if one draws the conclusion that, lacking a prior reason to 

justify them, these principles are to be classified as sentiments, then one must abandon 

the distinction between ñrealò or ñrationalò value and sentimental value altogether for it 

would follow that all value would be sentimental.  Yet, one may instead regard the 

principles as being rational, as axiomatic or self-evident in that they ñneither demand nor 

admit proof.ò
80

  In other words, they are ñFirst Principles.ò  If so, ñthen you must allow 

that Reason can be practical, that an ought must not be dismissed because it cannot 

produce some is as its credential.  If nothing is self-evident, nothing can be proved.  

Similarly if nothing is obligatory for its own sake, nothing is obligatory at all.ò
81

  

Accordingly, all of the practical principles needed to establish a personôs duty to others 

(society or the human race) have their source within the Tao.
82

  These principles function 

as self-evident premises in our moral thinking, not conclusions of a rational argument 

derived from more basic premises.  This is the difference between seeing these principles 

as discoveries as opposed to deliverances of human reason; the former are truths one 

simply ñseesò based upon a kind of moral insight or intuition.
83

  They are not reasoned to 
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but from; they are axiomatic.  Therefore, all attempts to derive such principles from a 

source other than the Tao inevitably result in failure. 

 

Robbing Peter to pay Paul.  At this point, Lewis summarizes a number of 

related problems for the Innovator of values as follows: 

The Innovator attacks traditional values (the Tao) in defense of what he at first 
supposes to be (in some special sense) órationalô or óbiologicalô values.  But as we 
have seen, all the values which he uses in attacking the Tao, and even claims to be 
substituting for it, are themselves derived from the Tao.  If he had really started 
from scratch, from right outside the human tradition of value, no jugglery could 
have advanced him an inch towards the conception that a man should die for the 
community or work for posterity.  If the Tao falls, all his own conceptions of value 
fall with it.  Not one of them can claim any authority other than that of the Tao.  
Only by such shreds of the Tao as he has inherited is he enabled even to attack it.  
The question therefore arises what title he has to select bits of it for acceptance and 
to reject others.  For if the bits he rejects have no authority, neither have those he 
retains: if what he retains is valid, what he rejects is equally valid too.

84
 

At least three critical points are noteworthy here.  First, the Innovatorôs attempt to 

undermine traditional values ironically requires him to draw upon these same values in 

attacking their source.  Second, the Innovatorôs so-called ñrationalò or ñbiologicalò values 

turn out not to be ñnew valuesò after all but only distorted remnants of the Tao.  Finally, 

Lewis raises an important question regarding the Innovatorôs selection of values for 

acceptance or rejection.  Upon what basis, and on what authority, does the Innovator, 

who has rejected the intrinsic authority of the Tao, choose what parts retain validity while 

denying validity to others that are rejected?  It would seem the Innovatorôs choice in the 

end is arbitrary, inconsistent, and self-defeating.   

To further illustrate the above problems, Lewis explains how the Innovator ñis 

really deriving our duty to posterity from the Tao; our duty to do good to all men is an 

axiom of Practical Reason, and our duty to do good to our descendants is a clear 

deduction from it.ò
85

  Historically, the duty to children and descendants has been coupled 
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with the duty to parents and ancestors.  The Innovator seeks to accentuate the former at 

the expense of the latter.  Or consider the Innovator who views mankind through the lens 

of economic value, and thus believes that the ultimate end is to ensure people are fed and 

clothed, what some might call economic or social justice.  Lewis says concern for the 

feeding and clothing of others is, of course, contained within the Tao, but so are other 

duties of justice and good faith that serve as limiting principles in determining to what 

extent and by what means people are to be fed and clothed.  Unfortunately, it is these 

latter principles that the Innovator is prepared to debunk.  But, once again, upon what 

objective basis and authority does the Innovator prioritize economic value over other 

competing values?   

What is his warrant?  He may be a Jingoist, a Racialist, an extreme nationalist, who 
maintains that the advancement of his own people is the object to which all else 
ought to yield.  But no kind of factual observation and no appeal to instinct will give 
him a ground for this option.  Once more, he is in fact deriving it from the Tao: a 
duty to our own kin, because they are our own kin, is a part of traditional morality.  
But side by side with it in the Tao, and limiting it, lie the inflexible demands of 
justice, and the rule that, in the long run, all men are our brothers.

86
       

Accordingly, Lewis sums up his position:  

This thing which I have called for convenience the Tao, and which others may call 
Natural Law or Traditional Morality or the First Principles of Practical Reason or 
the First Platitudes, is not one among a series of possible systems of value.  It is the 
sole source of all value judgements.  If it is rejected, all value is rejected.  If any 
value is retained, it is retained.  The effort to refute it and raise a new system of 
value in its place is self-contradictory.  There has never been, and never will be, a 
radically new judgement of value in the history of the world.  What purport to be 
new systems or (as they now call them) ñideologies,ò all consist of fragments from 
the Tao itself, arbitrarily wrenched from their context in the whole and then swollen 
to madness in their isolation, yet still owing to the Tao and to it alone such validity 
as they possess.

87
  

In truth, those who seek to establish alternative value systems are only arbitrarily 

selecting bits and pieces of the Tao at the expense of others, with no rational basis for 

their choice.  Such systems are by their very nature fragmented, and, removed from their 
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proper context, the fragments become exaggerated, distorted, and elevated to a particular 

priority or moral status that is unwarranted.
88

  He describes the effort overall as a futile 

ñrebellion of the branches against the tree: if the rebels could succeed they would find 

that they had destroyed themselves.  The human mind has no more power of inventing a 

new value than of imagining a new primary color, or, indeed, of creating a new sun and a 

new sky for it to move in.ò
89

 

 

Moral progress or stagnation?  Lewis anticipates an objection to his 

argument in the accusation that his position allows no room for moral progress.  If an 

objective, unchanging code of morality has been once and for all established for 

mankind, then are we not forever in bondage to a moral stagnation of the past, unfree to 

make moral improvements in the present or future given changes to humanity and human 

society?  Moreover, considering the various expressions of the Tao throughout time, from 

a vast array of religions, philosophies, and cultures, surely these contain contradictions 

and even absurdities in their competing moral claims.  So, how can one legitimately 

speak of obeying the Tao, as if any single, homogeneous expression of it exists?  

In response, Lewis acknowledges that some work must be done, which 

includes: ñSome criticism, some removal of contradictions, even some real 

development.ò
90

  However, he makes an important distinction between two general types 

of criticism.  He distinguishes between ñalteration from within and alteration from 

without: between the organic and the surgical.ò
91

  In fact, the Tao permits development 
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and alteration from within.  For Lewis, this development or improvement refers to 

ñprogress in our perceptions of value.ò
92

  Any improvement, development, or alteration 

made is not actually made upon the Tao itself but rather to our faulty perceptions of the 

Tao.  The Tao is intrinsically perfect, complete, and unchanging, but our perceptions of it 

over time admit of error, distortion, and misinterpretation.  Thus, he speaks of the 

ñdifference between a real moral advance and a mere innovation.ò
93

  An example of the 

former would be the development from the negatively stated Confucian ñDo not do to 

others what you would not like them to do to youò to the positively stated Christian ñDo 

as you would be done by.ò  This is real moral advance or progress.  By contrast, Lewis 

says, ñThe morality of Nietzsche is a mere innovation.ò
94

  Lewis explains the profound 

difference: 

The first is an advance because no one who did not admit the validity of the old 
maxim could see reason for accepting the new one, and anyone who accepted the 
old would at once recognize the new as an extension of the same principle. . . .  But 
the Nietzschean ethic can be accepted only if we are ready to scrap traditional 
morals as a mere error and then to put ourselves in a position where we can find no 
ground for any value judgements at all.

95
 

Thus, in some sense the changes made from within are logical or natural extensions of 

principles that have already been accepted, whereas those made from without represent 

attempts to cut something new from whole cloth, to start utterly from scratch.
96

  Consider 

                                                 
 
interests of commercial convenience or scientific accuracy.ò By contrast, ña great poet, who has óloved, and 
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the various Confucian expressions Lewis uses thus far.  First, in opening this chapter, ñIt 

is upon the Trunk that a gentleman works.ò  Second, opening the book as a whole, ñThe 

Master said, He who sets to work on a different strand destroys the whole fabric.ò  And, 

lastly, once again from this chapter, ñWith those who follow a different Way it is useless 

to take counsel.ò
97

  In each case, the central idea is that work is to be done from within 

the Tao, and only this kind of work is viable and valid.  Since the ñtrunkò or ñfabricò or 

ñWayò is intrinsically rational and moral, to depart from the Tao means to exchange this 

source for what is inherently nonrational and nonmoral.   

Lewis begins to speak in somewhat esoteric terms when further describing 

what this work from within amounts to in actual practice.  He describes those who 

ñunderstand the spirit of the Taoò and how those ñled by that spirit can modify it in 

directions which that spirit itself demands.  Only they can know what those directions 

are.  The outsider knows nothing about the matter.ò
98

  Nevertheless, his point is clear that 

only those who are operating from within have a sufficient understanding and experience 

for improvisation, whereas outsiders simply lack the requisite qualifications for doing so.  

The Innovator as outsider has no solid ground upon which to stand to make the desired 

innovations without engaging in special pleading and various inconsistencies.
99

  Thus, 

according to Lewis,  

                                                 
 
Walter Hooper (1970; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 45. Likewise, moral progress must always be 
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From within the Tao itself comes the only authority to modify the Tao. . . .  An open 
mind, in questions that are not ultimate, is useful.  But an open mind about the 
ultimate foundations either of Theoretical or of Practical Reason is idiocy.  If a 
manôs mind is open on these things, let his mouth at least be shut.  He can say 
nothing to the purpose.  Outside the Tao there is no ground for criticizing either the 
Tao or anything else.

100
   

 

A smuggled argument for theism?  Another challenge Lewis expects from 

his more skeptically inclined readersô is that he has simply smuggled in, cloaked in 

philosophical language, ñan indirect argument for Theism.ò
101

  And although elsewhere 

Lewis makes a rigorous moral argument for theism, here he emphasizes this is not the 

intention of this work.
102

  He leaves open the issue of whether or not the position he is 

defending implies a supernatural origin of the Tao.  Once again, he makes it abundantly 

clear elsewhere that he believes the Tao, or the moral law, is grounded in the very nature 

of God.  For now, he sets aside the complex theological question in order to draw oneôs 

attention to the more direct and immediate awareness of the Tao.
103

  This should not be 
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problematic, Lewis thinks, since before any of us knew how our minds were made, ñwe 

accepted this mental furniture as a datum, even as a master.ò
104

  Thus, in the spirit of 

Socrates, Lewis is simply asking his modern readers to be willing to follow the evidence 

wherever it leads.
105

   

ñBetter to Reign in Hell . . .ò 

Lewis now responds to the following riposte from an imagined modernist 

opponent: ñBut many things in nature which were once our masters have become our 

servants.  Why not this?  Why must our conquest of nature stop short, in stupid 

reverence, before this final and toughest bit of ónatureô which has hitherto been called the 

conscience of man?ò
106

  Hence, Lewis issues a serious warning concerning one possible 

                                                 
 

the barbarian was also a heretic. Catholic Christendom and that high Pagan past to which he felt so 
deep a loyalty were united in his outlook by their common contrast to Theodoric and his huge, fair-
skinned, beer-drinking, boasting thanes. This was no time for stressing whatever divided him from 
Virgil, Seneca, Plato, and the old Republican heroes. He would have been robbed of half his comfort 
if he had chosen a theme which forced him to point out where the great ancient masters had been 
wrong; he preferred one that enabled him to feel how nearly they had been right, to think of them not 
as ñtheyò but as ñweò (78-79).  

Similarly, the unifying aspects of the traditional principles of the Tao among the varying religious and 
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such as God.ò C. S. Lewis to Sheldon Vanauken, December 23, 1950, in The Collected Letters of C. S. 
Lewis, vol. 3, Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy 1950-1963, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 
2007), 76; emphasis original. For further discussion, see Judith Wolfe, ñTheology in The Abolition of 
Man,ò in Contemporary Perspectives on C. S. Lewisô Abolition of Man: History, Philosophy, Education, 
and Science, ed. Gayne John Anacker and Timothy M. Mosteller (London: Bloomsbury, 2017). 
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reaction to his argument as a whole: some might accept defeat and still choose to reject 

the teaching of the Tao altogether.  He continues in the voice of his invented interlocutor:  

You say we shall have no values at all if we step outside of the Tao.  Very well: we 
shall probably find that we can get on quite comfortably without them.  Let us 
regard all ideas of what we ought to do simply as an interesting psychological 
survival: let us step right out of all that and start doing what we like.  Let us decide 
for ourselves what man is to be and make him into that: not on any ground of 
imagined value, but because we want him to be such.  Having mastered our 
environment, let us now master ourselves and choose our own destiny.

107
 

In this case, the recourse would be to abandon objective value claims and systems 

altogether in preference for acting upon sheer will or desire for choosing what man will  

like and be like.  This move would of course enable the Innovator to escape the charge of 

self-contradiction since the Innovator would no longer be attempting to discover the 

ñrealò basis of values or confusedly propping up parts of the Tao at the expense of others.  

He would now be the creator of values.  What we have here is the apogee of moral 

innovation: the ñrejection of the concept of value altogether.ò
108

  In the final chapter of 

the book Lewis explains the disastrous consequences of this new mindset. 

ñThe Abolition of Manò 

Lewis opens his final chapter with an eerie quotation from John Bunyanôs 

Pilgrimôs Progress: ñIt came burning hot into my mind, whatever he said and however he 

flattered, when he got me home to his house, he would sell me for a slave.ò
109

  This 

disconcerting sentiment sets the tone for what Lewis portends to be the future 

enslavement and eventual destruction of humanity should it proceed on the modernist 

trajectory of abandoning the Tao.  
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Manôs Conquest of Nature 

Lewis begins with a discussion of applied science and an examination of an 

expression frequently used in connection with scientific progress: ñManôs conquest of 

Nature.ò  Commenting on how he once heard someone communicate to a friend that 

ñMan has Nature whacked,ò he further explains how the context of this statement 

provided the words with a ñcertain tragic beauty,ò especially due to the fact that the 

speaker was at the time dying of tuberculosis.  The dying man went on to say, ñNo matter 

. . . I know Iôm one of the casualties.  Of course there are casualties on the winning as 

well as on the losing side.  But that doesnôt alter the fact that it is winning.ò
110

  By 

sharing this account, Lewis preemptively answers a number of his detractors, who might 

charge him with taking a low view of the scientific enterprise and its great successes, 

especially in the area of medicine.
111

  At the same time, he raises the central question of 

this chapter: ñIn what sense is Man the possessor of increasing power over Nature?ò
112

   

Lewis provides three ñtypical examplesò of how humans have gained and 

utilized their power and control of Nature for certain human ends: ñthe aeroplane, the 

wireless, and the contraceptive.ò
113

  On the surface, it would appear the accessibility to 

such technologies within ña civilized community, in peace-timeò by ñanyone who can 

pay for themò demonstrates the power individuals are capable of exercising over nature.  

But, Lewis explains, 

Any or all of the three things . . . can be withheld from some men by other menðby 
those who sell, or those who allow the sale, or those who own the sources of 
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production, or those who make the goods.  What we call Manôs power is, in reality, 
a power possessed by some men which they may, or may not, allow other men to 
profit by.  Again, as regards the powers manifested in the aeroplane or the wireless, 
Man is as much the patient or subject as the possessor, since he is the target both for 
bombs and for propaganda.  And as regards contraceptives, there is a paradoxical, 
negative sense in which all possible future generations are the patients or subjects of 
a power wielded by those already alive.  By contraception simply, they are denied 
existence; by contraception used as a means of selective breeding, they are, without 
their concurring voice, made to be what one generation, for its own reasons, may 
choose to prefer.  From this point of view, what we call Manôs power over Nature 
turns out to be a power exercised by some men over other men with Nature as its 
instrument.

114
 

Thus, Lewis argues the reality has been an increasingly limited power for the individual 

that is correlative with an enormous abdication of power to certain select groups of 

individuals who use or manipulate nature as an instrument for exerting power or control 

over others. 

Lewis proceeds to show how ñManôs conquest of Nature,ò despite its claims to 

progress, has actually led to the regress of humanity.  Each step in the domination of 

nature has enabled the control of some men over others, who are weakened in the 

process.  As such, his primary concern is with ñwhat the thing called óManôs power over 

Natureô must always and essentially be.ò
115

  To clarify the problematic essence of this 

endeavor, he speaks of the importance of including the concept of time in oneôs 

calculation, a factor the social critics have not quite learned sufficiently from the work of 

the physicists.  One must not only consider this or that individual human being in the 

present but go on to imagine the entire human race ñextended in time from the date of its 
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emergence to that of its extinction.ò
116

  With this in mind, Lewis explains, ñThis modifies 

the picture which is sometimes painted of a progressive emancipation from tradition and 

a progressive control of natural processes resulting in a continual increase of human 

power.ò
117

  In fact, the minimization of power, and one could add influence, commences 

and works in two directions, in relation to our predecessors as well as our successors.  

Our predecessors increasingly lose influence over their progeny as they are cut off from 

their inheritanceðtradition and heritage, be it religious, cultural, environmental, or 

otherwise.  Moreover, as each generation exercises more power over its successors, what 

looks like an emancipation from traditional and religious oppression really becomes 

another kind of tyrannyða tyranny over human nature.  This tyranny manifests itself 

through forms of eugenics and scientific education (more accurately, propaganda).  

Humanity is no longer free to develop and interact organically with its inheritance from 

the past, to operate as an insider with the proper understanding an experience to modify 

or make alterations to its development from within.  Instead, severed from its past social, 

political, and religious history, norms, and values, humanity is left to the determination of 

those possessing the power to mold human nature into whatever shape or form they 

please.  Consequently, as each successive generation shrinks in size, approaching the 

point of extinction, human nature becomes weaker in the process; the power diminishes 

as those in the grip of power diminish: ñThe last men, far from being the heirs of power, 

will be of all men most subject to the dead hand of the great planners and conditioners 

and will themselves exercise least power upon the future.ò
118
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Natureôs Conquest of Man 

The grim picture Lewis paints is a complete reversal of the one hoped for by 

the naively optimistic modernist or progressivist.  Along this trajectory, human nature is 

not advancing, progressing, or flourishing; quite the contrary, it is slowly and gradually 

dying, physically, morally, and spiritually.  Lewis presages what this will look like for 

humanity in the distant future:  

 The real picture is that of one dominant ageðlet us suppose the hundredth 
century A.D.ðwhich resists all previous ages most successfully and dominates all 
subsequent ages most irresistibly, and thus is the real master of the human species.  
But then within this master generation . . . the power will be exercised by a minority 
even smaller still.  Manôs conquest of Nature, if the dreams of some scientific 
planners are realized, means the rule of a few hundreds of men over billions upon 
billions of men.  There neither is nor can be any simple increase of power on Manôs 
side.  Each new power won by man is a power over man as well.  Each advance 
leaves him weaker as well as stronger.

119
   

Although Lewis projects this process far into the future, in truth he believes the ñfinal 

stageò may be closer to the present.  Either way, the final stage in the conquest over 

nature ñis come when Man by eugenics, by pre-natal conditioning, and by an education 

and propaganda based on a perfect applied psychology, has obtained full control over 

himself.  Human nature will be the last part of Nature to surrender to Man.  The battle 

will be won.ò
120

 

 

Social conditioning/engineering of humanity.  But, won by whom, Lewis 

asks?  He answers: the group of men who acquire power ñto make other men what they 

please.ò
121

  These power-wielders over society are diversely referred to as the Controllers 

or Conditioners, and as the ñman-molders of the new age . . . armed with the powers of an 

omnicompetent state and an irresistible scientific technique.ò
122

  Of course, in one sense, 
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every generation has exercised a degree of power over its successor, shaping and 

influencing humanityôs development throughout time.
123

  However, in this case, the 

situation is novel in that, not only is the power exercised by the Controllers over the 

controlled incomparably greater, but, even more significant, the Controllers have stepped 

outside of the Tao.  Lewis explains,  

Values are now mere natural phenomena.  Judgements of value are to be produced 
in the pupil as part of the conditioning.  Whatever Tao there is will be the product, 
not the motive, of education.  The conditioners have been emancipated from all that.  
It is one more part of Nature which they have conquered. . . .  They know how to 
produce conscience and decide what kind of conscience they will produce.  They 
themselves are outside, above.

124
   

The new morality represents the production of an artificial Tao and conscience.  

The Controllers are motivated primarily by their desires, and, as ñmotivators, the creators 

of motives,ò they in turn seek to inculcate their values based on these desires into the 

culture through mass propaganda.
125

  Lewis envisions a process whereby the Controllers 

initially are motivated themselves by some carry-overs from the Tao, for example, a 

sense of a ñdutyò to humanity to do it ñgood.ò
126

  But, in time the realization sets in that 
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the very concepts of duty and good are no longer binding upon them as such concepts are 

a result of processes now under their control.  These concepts are emptied of their older 

contents and filled with something entirely new: ñDuty itself is up for trial: it cannot also 

be the judge.  And ógoodô fares no better.  They know quite well how to produce a dozen 

different conceptions of good in us.  The question is which, if any, they should produce.  

No conception of good can help them to decide.ò
127

      

Lewis claims, anticipating his critics, that it is too simplistic to accuse him of 

describing these Controllers as ñbad men.ò  The situation is actually worseðthe 

Controllers have ceased to be men in the ñold senseò of the term.  They have ñsacrificed 

their own share in traditional humanity in order to devote themselves to the task of 

deciding what óHumanityô shall henceforth mean.ò  Evaluative terms like ñgoodò and 

ñbadò can no longer be applied to them since it is from them that ñthe content of these 

words is henceforward to be derived.ò
128

  This reveals the radical, revolutionary character 

of the conquest Lewis has been describing thus far.  The Controllers and their new 

subjects have now suffered a horrible fate: ñThey are not men at all.  Stepping outside of 

the Tao, they have stepped into the void. . . .  They are not men: they are artefacts.  Manôs 

final conquest has proved to be the abolition of Man.ò
129

 

 

The fatal impulse.  What then in the end motivates the Conditioners to act at 

all?  Having abandoned the Tao, only one, non-question-begging motive remains for 
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explaining the activities and choices of the Conditioners: the sic volo, sic jubeo impulse.  

Lewis explains,   

Everything except the sic volo, sic jubeo has been explained away.  But what never 
claimed objectivity cannot be destroyed by subjectivism.  The impulse to scratch 
when I itch or to pull to pieces when I am inquisitive is immune from the solvent 
which is fatal to my justice, or honor, or care for posterity.  When all that says ñit is 
goodò has been debunked, what says ñI wantò remains. . . . The Conditioners, 
therefore, must come to be motivated simply by their own pleasure. . . .  My point is 
that those who stand outside all judgements of value cannot have any ground for 
preferring one of their own impulses to another except the emotional strength of that 
impulse.

130
 

The desire for pleasure motivating those in power is itself the product of nature.  Thus, 

ironically, the Conditioners have become subject to the forces of mere nature in the end.  

Moreover, one will not find any hope in the chance the Conditioners will be motivated by 

more benevolent impulses for their conditioned subjects, for this would require ñre-

entering the Taoò to make the judgment that ñBenevolence is good.ò  Instead, Lewis 

writes,    

By logic of their position they must just take their impulses as they come, from 
chance.  And Chance here means Nature.  It is from heredity, digestion, the weather, 
and the association of ideas, that the motives of the Conditioners will spring.  Their 
extreme rationalism, by ñseeing throughò all ñrationalò motives, leaves them 
creatures of wholly irrational behavior.

131
 

Consequently, Lewis summarizes the dreadful situation: ñNature, untrammeled by values, 

rules the Conditioners and, through them, all humanity.  Manôs conquest of Nature turns 

out, in the moment of its consummation, to be Natureôs conquest of Man.ò
132

  

Horrifically, manôs attempt to harness the powers of nature in the name of progress, in 
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defiance of the boundaries set by natural law, actually leads to natureôs subjugation of 

humanity in the end. 

The Magicianôs Bargain 

Lewis extends his analysis to the term Nature, a word with a variety of 

meanings, and thus one that should be considered in light of its opposites.
133

  He explains, 

Nature seems to be the spatial and temporal, as distinct from what is less fully so or 
not so at all.  She seems to be the world of quantity, as against the world of quality; 
of objects as against consciousness; of the bound, as against the wholly or partially 
autonomous; of that which knows no values as against that which both has and 
perceives value; of efficient causes (or, in some modern systems, of no causality at 
all) as against final causes.

134
   

Accordingly, people have traditionally maintained a dualistic distinction between the 

world of quantity (i.e., nature) and the world of quality (i.e., natureôs opposites: the civil, 

human, spiritual, supernatural).  However, Lewis describes an analytical process by 

which the world of quality becomes swallowed up by the world of quantity, or reduced to 

ñmere Nature.ò  He explains, 

Now I take it that when we understand a thing analytically and then dominate and 
use it for our own convenience, we reduce it to the level of ñNatureò in the sense 
that we suspend our judgements of value about it, ignore its final cause (if any), and 
treat it in terms of quantity.  This repression of elements in what would otherwise be 
our total reaction to it is sometimes very noticeable and painful: something has to be 
overcome before we can cut up a dead man or a live animal in a dissecting room.  
These objects resist the movement of the mind whereby we thrust them into the 
world of mere Nature.

135
   

Thus, nature is stripped of any intrinsic value or purpose (quality) and is reduced to what 

can be scientifically measured and calculated (quantity).  Any surviving remnants of our 

former response to the qualitative aspects of nature must be repressed, or overcome in 

order to dominate and use nature for our human ends.  The result is a disenchantment of 
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nature, making it a mere object for human manipulation.  The reductionistic process 

depends upon the successful demythologization of nature for the growth of our analytical 

knowledge of and increased power over nature.
136

  But, for Lewis, the reduction of nature 

to its mere quantitative elements comes at a great cost: the very reality of the natural 

world is called into question.  Speaking of the ñgreatest of modern scientists,ò he says, 

ñThe great minds know very well that the object, so treated, is an artificial abstraction, 

that something of its reality has been lost.ò
137

  In other words, what remains of this 

process is not the ñreal worldò minus its mythical attributions, but a mere abstraction of 

the human mind.  ñNatureò is what conforms to the human mind as the object of its 

domination; what is not assimilated to the human mind is not accounted as real at all.  In 

addition, the more successful this domination of nature, the more things are treated as 

mere objects of nature, and the more ground is given up to nature.  As Lewis explains, 

ñEvery conquest over Nature increases her domain.  The stars do not become Nature till 

we can weigh and measure them: the soul does not become Nature till we can 

psychoanalyze her.  The wresting of powers from Nature is also the surrendering of 

things to Nature.ò
138

   

Lewisô main concern, however, is the extension of this domination of nature to 

human nature.  He argues, ñas soon as we take the final step of reducing our own species 

to the level of mere Nature, the whole process is stultified, for this time the being who 

stood to gain and the being who has been sacrificed are one and the same.  This is one of 

the many instances where to carry a principle to what seems its logical conclusion 
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produces absurdity.ò
139

  Lewis refers to this transaction as ñthe magicianôs bargain,ò in 

which the human soul is exchanged or sacrificed for the promise of power.  However, by 

bartering away the soul in this exchange, any power received does not belong to 

humanity in the end: ñWe shall in fact be the slaves and the puppets of that to which we 

have given our souls.ò
140

   

Thus, Lewis warns the final stage of the disenchantment of nature involves the 

complete objectification of human nature, in which man treats ñhimself as a mere ónatural 

objectô and his own judgments of value as raw material for scientific manipulation to 

alter at will.ò  Lewisô primary objection to such a move ñis that if man chooses to treat 

himself as raw material, raw material he will be: not raw material to be manipulated, as 

he fondly imagined, by himself, but by mere appetite, that is, mere Nature, in the person 

of his de-humanized Conditioners.ò
141

  In the end, it will not be the individual human 

subject who has the control to remake him/herself into whatever he/she pleases.  Instead, 

any and all remaking will be according to the mere appetite of the Conditioners, that is 

mere nature.   

Apart from suicide, Lewis sees only two options left before us:  ñEither we are 

rational spirit obliged for ever to obey the absolute values of the Tao, or else we are mere 

nature to be kneaded and cut into new shapes for the pleasures of masters who must, by 

hypothesis, have no motive but their own ónaturalô impulses.ò
142

  For Lewis, the solution 

requires a return to traditional morality.  He explains, ñOnly the Tao provides a common 
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human law of action which can over-arch rulers and ruled alike.  A dogmatic belief in 

objective value is necessary to the very idea of a rule which is not tyranny or an 

obedience which is not slavery.ò
143

  Otherwise, apart from the Tao, the mere goal of 

human survival can only lead to humanityôs self-destruction.
144

  Thus, the Tao is 

foundational to the preservation of humanity and the prevention of the reduction of man 

to a mere abstraction.  He writes, 

In the Tao itself, as long as we remain within it, we find the concrete reality in 
which to participate is to be truly human: the real common will and common reason 
of humanity, alive, and growing like a tree, branching out, as the situation varies, 
into ever new beauties and dignities of application.  While we speak from within the 
Tao we can speak of Man having power over himself in a sense truly analogous to 
an individualôs self-control.  But the moment we step outside and regard the Tao as 
a mere subjective product, this possibility has disappeared.  What is now common to 
all men is a mere abstract universal, an H.C.F., and Manôs conquest of himself 
means simply the rule of the Conditioners over the conditioned human material, the 
world of post-humanity which, some knowingly and some unknowingly, nearly all 
men in all nations are at present laboring to produce.

145
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The Magicianôs Twin 

Once again, Lewis expects his detractors to accuse him of attacking science, 

but he denies the charge adding that ñreal Natural Philosophersò would understand his 

defense of value entails a defense of ñthe value of knowledge, which must die like every 

other when its roots in the Tao are cut.ò
146

  Even more, he suggests science might 

produce the cure.  But, in order to highlight how science might contribute to the solution, 

he first addresses the problematic familial relationship between magic and science.  

 

Magic and science.  Lewis discusses the historically entangled relationship 

between magic and science, with which many are unfamiliar.  In the popular mind, the 

apparent success of science in contrast with the failure of the magician has clouded the 

historical origins of science.  Although certain modern writers about the sixteenth century 

make it seem like ñMagic were a medieval survival and Science the new thing that came 

in to sweep it away,ò the fact is ñthe high noon of magicò was in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, not the Middle Ages.
147

   

Moreover, he continues, ñThe serious magical endeavor and the serious 

scientific endeavor are twins. . . .  They were born of the same impulse.ò
148

  Indeed, 

science eventually outpaced magic, but this only blurs their relationship.  He further 

explains the family resemblance: 

For the wise men of old the cardinal problem had been how to conform the soul to 
reality, and the solution had been knowledge, self-discipline, and virtue.  For magic 
and applied science alike the problem is how to subdue reality to the wishes of men: 
the solution is a technique; and both, in the practice of this technique, are ready to 
do things hitherto regarded as disgusting and impiousðsuch as digging up and 
mutilating the dead.

149
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Lewis acknowledges the founders of modern science were greater lovers of truth than of 

power, and that the good rather than the bad elements are to be credited for scienceôs 

increased efficacy.  However, he says overtime the presence of the bad elements can 

impact ñthe direction the efficacy takes.ò
150

  Regarding the origins of the modern 

scientific movement, he stops short of saying its defects were congenital, ñtainted from 

its birth.ò  But, he does think ñit was born in an unhealthy neighborhood and at an 

inauspicious hour.  Its triumphs may have been too rapid and purchased at too high a 

price: reconsideration, and something like repentance, may be required.ò
151

   

 

A regenerate science?  Speaking of repentance, Lewis considers how science 

might be regenerated and actually underwrite the cure for the modern predicament.  He 

raises the possibility of a new natural philosophy, one which is ñcontinually conscious 

that the ónatural objectô produced by analysis and abstraction is not reality but only a 

view, and always correcting the abstraction.ò
152

  Though he admits he is not sure what 

exactly he has in mind, he describes in general outline this new approach to science.  This 

new natural philosophy, or regenerate science, would operate with greater safeguards in 

its treatment of natural objects, but especially human subjects.  It would recognize the 

limited nature of its explanations and not seek to explain away what fails to fall under its 

scientific purview.  The safeguards would be provided by the Tao recognized in human 

conscience, whose authority would likewise be respected and not reduced to merely or 

                                                 
 
for its own sake but as a means of extending ñManôs power to the performance of all things possible. 
[Bacon] rejects magic because it does not work; but his goal is that of the magician. In Paracelsus the 
characters of magician and scientist are combined.ò Lewis, Abolition, 78. Marloweôs Faust legend 
would later be given a modern adaptation and retold in Thomas Mannôs final novel, Doctor Faustus: 
The Life of the German Composer Adrian Leverkühn, as Told by a Friend, which was started in 1943 
and published in 1947. The book was informed by the events of WWII. Interestingly enough Mann was 
a close friend of Adorno-Horkheimer. Compare Lewis on Bacon, magicians, and their shared pursuit of 
knowledge for the sake of power in Lewis, English Literature, 13-14.  

150
 Lewis, Abolition, 78. 

151
 Lewis, Abolition, 78. 

152
 Lewis, Abolition, 78-79. 
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only instinct.  In exercising a legitimate control over nature, science would regard the 

parts as well as the whole.  Moreover, it would maintain the Thou (subject) and It (object) 

distinction, thus avoiding the sacrifice of human life for gains in knowledge and power.  

In sum, Lewis says, ñit would conquer Nature without being at the same time conquered 

by her and buy knowledge at a lower cost than that of life.ò
153

  Nevertheless, Lewis 

admits what he is asking for may be an impossibility.  He writes, 

 Perhaps, in the nature of things, analytical understanding must always be a 
basilisk which kills what it sees and only sees by killing.  But if the scientists 
themselves cannot arrest this process before it reaches the common Reason and kills 
that too, then someone else must arrest it.  What I most fear is the reply that I am 
ñonly one moreò obscurantist, that this barrier, like all previous barriers set up 
against the advance of science, can be safely passed.  Such a reply springs from the 
fatal serialism of the modern imaginationðthe image of infinite unilinear 
progression which so haunts our minds.

154
 

Tragically and ironically, the ultimate barrier to real scientific advancement and human 

progress may turn out to be the failure of the modern imagination and its false ideal (or 

idol) of progress. 

Finally, Lewis closes this chapter with words, both brilliant and beautiful, that 

reveal the necessity of recognizing natural limits on explanation as rationalization.  Such 

limits are essential for the possibility of knowledge, morality, and the very survival of 

humanity.  Genuine insight into reality must eventually arrive at and be guided by first 

principles, otherwise blindness ensues.  And so, he concludes thus: 

                                                 
 

153
 Lewis, Abolition, 79. Lewis refers to Buberôs ñThou-situation,ò drawing on Martin Buber, I 

and Thou (1937). Compare Lewis in his ñA Reply to Professor Haldane,ò where he expresses his concern 
for the ñabolition of personsò in the tendency of ñthe growing exaltation of the collective and the growing 
indifference to personsò (83-84). 

154
 Lewis, Abolition, 80. Notice Lewis distinguishes between two senses of reason here. The 

first is the sense of ñanalytical understanding,ò which he compares to the Greek mythical reptile, a serpent 
king, the basilisk, that causes death by merely looking or gazing at its victims. The second sense is ñthe 
common Reasonò of man, which apparently lacks the destructive tendency of the former. Also, for further 
discussion in Lewis on the image (or myth) of progress, see C. S. Lewis, ñDe Descriptione Temporum,ò in 
Selected Literary Essays, ed. Walter Hooper (1969; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); 
ñDe Futilitate,ò in Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1967; repr., Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995); ñThe Funeral of a Great Myth,ò in Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper 
(London: Geoffrey Bles, 1967; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995); and ñThe Worldôs Last Night,ò in 
The Worldôs Last Night: And Other Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1960; repr., San Diego: Harcourt, 
2002), especially pp. 101-4. 
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But you cannot go on ñexplaining awayò for ever: you will find that you have 
explained explanation itself away.  You cannot go on ñseeing throughò things for 
ever.  The whole point of seeing through something is to see something through it.  
It is good that the window should be transparent, because the street or garden 
beyond it is opaque.  How if you saw through the garden too?  It is no use trying to 
ñsee throughò first principles.  If you see through everything, then everything is 
transparent.  But a wholly transparent world is an invisible world.  To ñsee throughò 
all things is the same as not to see.

155
 

Illustrations of the Tao 

In the appendix to the book, Lewis provides copious illustrations of the Tao or 

natural law in the form of an outline.  He makes clear that the list is not intended to be 

exhaustive or complete.  He also does not offer any explanation as to his particular 

selections for inclusion or exclusion in the list.  He simply states the illustrations included 

ñare collected from such sources as come readily to the hand of one who is not a 

professional historian.ò
156

  No doubt Lewis drew many of his examples from their 

primary sources.  Although for a significant number of examples, he cites the 

Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics (or ERE) as a source of his information.
157

  The 

religious or philosophical traditions behind his examples include, using Lewisô headings, 

and in the order the headings first appear in the list: Ancient Egyptian, Ancient Jewish, 

Old Norse, Babylonian, Hindu (or Ancient Indian), Ancient Chinese, Roman (including 

Stoic), English, Christian, Redskin, Anglo-Saxon, Ancient Greek (or simply Greek), and 

Australian Aborigines.
158
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 Lewis, Abolition, 81. On the end of Shakespeareôs Richard III, Lewis explains, ñRichard in 

his agony tries to turn to self-love. But he has been óseeing throughô all emotions so long that he ósees 
throughô even this. It becomes a mere tautology: óRichard loves Richard; that is, I am I.ò C. S. Lewis, 
ñTwo Ways with the Self,ò in God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics, ed. Walter Hooper 
(1970; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 194. 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 83. 

157
 Other secondary sources Lewis uses for his citations include: H. R. Hall, The Ancient 

History of the Near East (1913); Paul-Alexandre Janet, Histoire de la Science Politique, vol. 1 (1872). As 
early as September 1933, Lewis had read Janetôs Histoire. See C. S. Lewis to Arthur Greeves, September 1, 
1933, in The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 2, Books, Broadcasts, and the War, 1931-1949, ed. 
Walter Hooper (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 120. 

158
 More specifically, he cites the following works: (1) Egyptian: Book of the Dead, (2) Jewish: 

Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, (3) Old Norse: Völospá, Hávamál, Sigdrifumál, Hárbarthsljóth, (4) 
Babylonian: Hymn to Samas, (5) Hindu: Laws of Manu, Bhagavad gita, (6) Chinese: Analects, (7) Roman: 
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Furthermore, he makes it clear he does not intend the list to be considered a 

collection of independent testimonies to the Tao.  This latter point seems to be very 

important, especially considering the two further qualifications or clarifications he makes 

about the list as it relates to the Tao.  First, he states, ñI am not trying to prove its validity 

by the argument from common consent.  Its validity cannot be deduced.  For those who 

do not perceive its rationality, even universal consent could not prove it.ò
159

  Second, 

Lewis explains, 

The idea of collecting independent testimonies presupposes that ñcivilizationsò have 
arisen in the world independently of one another; or even that humanity has had 
several independent emergences on this planet.  The biology and anthropology 
involved in such an assumption are extremely doubtful.  It is by no means certain 
that there has ever (in the sense required) been more than one civilization in all 
history.  It is at least arguable that every civilization we find has been derived from 
another civilization and, in the last resort, from a single centerðòcarriedò like an 
infectious disease or like the Apostolical succession.

160
 

Finally, Lewis groups his illustrations under eight general categories.  He does 

not offer any explanation for these categories, the titles of the categories, the order of the 

categories, or the particular organization (divisions and subdivisions) of the categories.  

His eight categories include: The Law of General Beneficence (Negative and Positive); 

The Law of Special Beneficence; Duties to Parents, Elders, and Ancestors; Duties to 

Children and Posterity; The Law of Justice (Sexual Justice, Honesty, and Justice in 

Court); The Law of Good Faith and Veracity; The Law of Mercy; and The Law of 

Magnanimity. 

                                                 
 
Cicero, De Officiis [On Duties], De Legibus [On Laws]; Juvenal, Satires; Terence, Heauton Timorumenos; 
Justinian, Institutions; Virgil, Aeneid, (8) English: John Locke, Treatises of Civil Government; Thomas 
Hooker, Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, (9) Christian: Gospel of Matthew, Gospel of John, I Timothy, Titus, 
(10) Anglo-Saxon: Beowulf, Maldon, (11) Greek: Epictetus, Discourses of Epictetus; Homer, Iliad; Plato, 
Crito, Phaedo; Chilon of Sparta (one of the Seven Sages of Greece); Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. It is 
noteworthy that of the variety of sources Lewis uses some are conspicuously absent from his list, including 
Buddhist, Islamic, and atheistic philosophical sources, all of which lack a natural law tradition. 

159
 Lewis, Abolition, 83; emphasis original. 

160
 Lewis, Abolition, 83-84; emphasis original. 
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Conclusion 

The goal of this chapter of the dissertation was to provide a clear presentation 

and explanation of Lewisô main ideas and arguments in this landmark work of 

philosophical, moral, and cultural criticism.  This investigation entailed making 

connections between Abolition, his other writings, and a variety of secondary sources in 

order to further illuminate his meaning.  The next chapter takes a similar strategy in 

closely examining the thought of Adorno-Horkheimer, from their seminal text of the 

Frankfurt School and critical theory, the Dialectic of Enlightenment.
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CHAPTER 3 

MAX HORKHEIMER, THEODOR W. ADORNO, AND 
DIALECTIC OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

Int roduction 

This chapter seeks to indicate, coordinate, and explicate the central themes, 

concepts, and arguments of Adorno-Horkheimerôs book Dialectic of Enlightenment.  As 

with the previous chapter, the goal is to outline the major ideas of this book in terms as 

close as possible to the authorsô original meaning and intentions, as expressed in the 

English translation of their work.  Since the Dialectic is much longer than Lewisô 

Abolition, the following presentation focuses primarily on the contents of the work 

necessary for a comparative critical analysis in the subsequent chapters.
1
 

The Concept of Enlightenment
2
 

Adorno-Horkheimer succinctly state the major thesis of their book in their 

preface as follows: ñMyth is already enlightenment, and enlightenment reverts to 

mythology.ò
3
  On their account, a dialectical process of enlightenment rationality can be 

identified in the history of Western civilization, which has resulted in the collapse or 

ñregressionò of reason into a force of sheer domination.  Accordingly, Enlightenment 

                                                 
 

1
 C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man: Reflections on Education with Special Reference to the 

Teaching of English in the Upper Forms of Schools, Riddell Memorial Lectures, 15th Series (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1944; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001). Hereafter cited as Abolition. Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, Cultural 
Memory in the Present, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Amsterdam: Querido, 1947; 
repr., Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002). Hereafter Dialectic. 

2
 The 1944 original title for their first chapter was ñThe Dialectic of Enlightenment,ò which 

was later changed to ñThe Concept of Enlightenment.ò 

3
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xviii.  
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rationalism, despite its many promises of scientific and technological progress, has 

morphed into another superstition or myth akin to what it had originally sought to 

eradicate.   

Enlightenment thought paved the way for a mythical view of reality in the 

form of a positivist philosophy and science (Wissenschaft), which involved the 

disintegration of the world into isolated facts.  The result was a disenchantment of nature 

and a consequent estrangement of man from his natural environment.  Instead of fulfilling 

the promise of human progress, enlightenment reason produced further domination and 

destruction, of nature in general and human nature specifically.
4
  According to Adorno-

Horkheimer, however, this process did not start with the historical period known as the 

Enlightenment (roughly the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries).  Rather, enlightenment 

represents a process of rationalization that extends as far back as the beginnings of 

Western civilization, and as far forward as the intellectual and cultural milieu of the early 

twentieth century. 

Enlightenment Aims at Liberation from 

Myth  to Mastery of Nature 

Adorno-Horkheimer write,      

Enlightenment, understood in the widest sense as the advance of thought, has 
always aimed at liberating human beings from fear and installing them as masters.  
Yet the wholly enlightened earth is radiant with triumphant calamity.  
Enlightenmentôs program was the disenchantment of the world.  It wanted to dispel 
myths, to overthrow fantasy with knowledge.

5
   

Thus, the authors begin the first essay of their major collaboration.
6
  The liberation 

                                                 
 

4
 Y. Sherratt explains, ñThe significant point about Adorno and Horkheimerôs 

conceptualization of enlightenment is that it is made with a specific intention in mind. In their word, they 
wish to óenlighten the enlightenment about itself.ô In fact their aim is neither historical understanding nor 
even straightforward philosophical definition but the specific one of critical theorizing.ò Y. Sherratt, 
ñAdorno and Horkheimerôs Concept of óEnlightenment,ôò British Journal for the History of Philosophy 8, 
no. 3 (2000): 524, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost; quoting Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xi-
xvii; emphasis original.   

5
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 1. 

6
 In their preface, they state of this essay, ñThe first essay, the theoretical basis of those which 
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Enlightenment sought as its goal was to come through ñthe disenchantment of the 

world.ò
7
  This would be achieved by opposing myth and fantasy with knowledge.  

Francis Bacon provided the model in opposing mere belief and dogmatic tradition with 

experimental philosophy and science, with the purpose of improving upon the human 

condition brought about by, in his words, ñthe happy match between the mind of man and 

the nature of things.ò  Knowledge would be obtained through a ñsystematic enquiry into 

nature,ò which would establish ñman as the master of nature.ò
8
 

However, for Adorno-Horkheimer, Baconôs vision was a ñpatriarchal one,ò 

especially as it was further developed after him in modern science.  According to this 

vision, ñthe mind, conquering superstition, is to rule over disenchanted nature.ò  

Knowledge is identified with unlimited power, a power wielded by human masters who 

seek to dominate or enslave nature.  Moreover, ñTechnology is the essence of this 

knowledge.ò  Scientific knowledge coupled with technology produces ñmere 

instruments,ò not only for the mastery of nature but also the control of humanity.
9
  The 

result is the reduction of rationality to instrumental rationality, or reason to instrumental 

                                                 
 
follow, seeks to gain greater understanding of the intertwinement of rationality and social reality, as well as 
of the intertwinement, inseparable from the former, of nature and the mastery of nature. The critique of 
enlightenment given in this section is intended to prepare a positive concept of enlightenment which 
liberates it from its entanglement in blind domination.ò Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xviii. Thus, on 
their view, their negative critique of enlightenment anticipates the development of a ñpositive concept of 
enlightenment.ò 

7
 For Max Weber on the ñdisenchantment of the worldò see Max Weber, ñWissenschaft als 

Beruf,ò in Gesammetlte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre (1922; repr., Tubingen: J. C. B Mohr-Paul 
Siebeck, 1968); or see the English translation Max Weber, ñScience as a Vocation,ò in From Max Weber: 
Essays in Sociology, trans. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958). 

8
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 1. In this regard, they quote Bacon: ñTherefore, no doubt, 

the sovereignty of man lieth hid in knowledge; . . . now we govern nature in opinions, but we are thrall unto 
her in necessity: but if we would be led by her in invention, we should command her by action.ò Francis 
Bacon, ñIn Praise of Knowledge,ò in Francis Bacon, ed. Arthur Johnston (London: B. T. Batsford, 1965), 
15. Also, see Bacon, The New Organon, ed. Lisa Hardine and Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

9
 They refer to the radio, dive bomber, and remote control as examples of these instruments 

used to control humanity in the present. Cf. Lewis, Abolition, 54-55 on ññthe aeroplane, the wireless, and 
the contraceptive.ò See Max Horkheimer, Critique of Instrumental Reason, trans. Matthew J. OôDonnell et 
al., Radical Thinkers (New York: Seabury Press, 1974; repr., New York: Verso, 2013), Kindle. 
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reason.  Adorno-Horkheimer write of this self-inflicted wound, ñRuthless toward itself, 

the Enlightenment has eradicated the last remnant of its own self-awareness.  Only 

thought which does violence to itself is hard enough to shatter myths.ò  The equation of 

power and knowledge does not permit mystery, including the mystery of the rational 

essence.  Thus, knowledge is not valued for its own sake but only for instrumental 

purposes.
10

  

Extirpation of Animism                            

(or Anthropomorphism)  

The success of the Enlightenment project requires the liberation of humanity 

from superstitious beliefs and practices: ñThe disenchantment of the world means the 

extirpation of animism.ò  However, this process of extirpation knows no limits.  Once 

nature is emptied of gods and spirits, this purging eventually extends even to human 

words, language, and meaning.  Modern science replaces the concept with the formula, 

causality with rules and probability.  As concepts and categories such as substance, 

quality, activity, suffering, being and existence fail to pass scientific scrutiny, they are 

ñleft behind as idola theatri of the old metaphysics,ò and their pre-history in the form of 

myths.  Beginning with the pre-Socratic cosmologies and their rationalizations of nature, 

the mythological gods and animistic powers are intellectualized into abstractions, 

categories, forms, or universals of the Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysics.  In turn, 

these are further reduced to the non-entities of superstition.  With no more illusions of 

immanent powers or hidden properties to fear, nature is reduced to matter to be 

quantified, and ñanything which does not conform to the standard of calculability and 

utility must be viewed with suspicion.ò  But, Adorno-Horkheimer warn, once this process 

begins, ñthere is no holding it back.ò
11

  Enlightenmentôs ñprinciple of corrosive 

                                                 
 

10
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 2. 

11
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 3. 
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rationalityò eventually extends to its own ideas of human rights, values, and even the 

individual self.  In this way, ñEnlightenment is totalitarian.ò
12

   

Adorno-Horkheimer explain, ñEnlightenment has always regarded 

anthropomorphism, the projection of subjective properties onto nature, as the basis of 

myth.ò
13

  Whereas myth is in its essence anthropomorphic, a form of subjectivism, 

Enlightenment thinking seeks to establish an objective, systematic unity of what exists in 

nature based on human reason.
14

  But, even in the latter case, the result is a reductionism:  

The multiplicity of forms is reduced to position and arrangement, history to fact, 
things to matter. . . .  Formal logic was the high school of unification.  It offered 
Enlightenment thinkers a schema for making the world calculable.  The 
mythologizing equation of Forms with numbers in Platoôs last writings expresses 
the longing of all demythologizing: number became enlightenmentôs canon.

15
  

This is not only the model for the Enlightenmentôs scientific thinking but its political and 

economic thinking as well.  In sum: ñFor the Enlightenment, anything which cannot be 

resolved into numbers, and ultimately into one, is illusion. . . .  All gods and qualities 

must be destroyed.ò
16

 

Paradoxically, Enlightenment has both an antagonism to and yet an affinity for 

myth.  The myths discarded by the Enlightenment were actually produced by 

enlightenment thinking embedded within ancient mythical accounts of the world and its 

processes.  These primitive attempts at reporting, naming, and explaining the world 

through narration were used to control the processes of nature through magic.  This 

represents an incipient form of demythologization already present as a theoretical 

                                                 
 

12
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 4. 

13
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 4.  

14
 They refer to both empiricist and rationalist examples of this ideal of unity, including 

Baconôs una scientia universalis and Leibnizôs mathesis universalis. See Bacon, De Augmentis Scientiarum 
(1623); Leibniz, Mathesis Universalis (1695). 

15
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 4. 

16
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 5. Cf. Lewis, Abolition, 70-71 on the demythologization 

of the natural world. 
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element within myth.  Accordingly, the world becomes divided into the logos of man and 

ñthe mass of things and creatures in the external world.  The single distinction between 

manôs own existence and reality swallows up all others.  Without regard for differences, 

the world is made subject to man.ò
17

 

Demythologization coincides with the ñawakening of the subject.ò  However, 

this is at a great cost.  The price is its ñrecognition of power as the principle of all 

relationships.ò
18

  Accordingly, myth becomes enlightenment, but this objectifying power 

over nature is at the cost of manôs estrangement from nature through its domination as a 

mere object, thing, instrument for manipulation.  This newly discovered subject-object 

relationship leads to a type of identity thinking in which nature is reduced to mere mental 

quantifications, what can be measured, calculated, and classified.  All  qualities are 

consigned to subjective projections.  But, this also means ñthe all-powerful self becomes 

a mere having, an abstract identity,ò a mere abstraction.
19

   

Enlightenment Self-Destructs:         

Falling Under the Spell of Myth 

Ironically, the Enlightenment process, with its increased domination of nature 

through science and technology becomes self-destructive in the end.  This tendency is 

attested to in the gradual steps of demythologization itself.  They declare,  

Mythology itself set in motion the endless process of enlightenment by which, with 
ineluctable necessity, every definite theoretical view is subjected to the annihilating 

                                                 
 

17
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 5. They cite Genesis 1:26 alongside quotations from the 

Olympian religion to illustrate the idea of the world being given over to the dominion of man. Cf. Lewis, 
Abolition, 69-70 on the distinction between ñthe world of quantityò and ñthe world of quality,ò and the 
reduction of the latter to the former. 

18
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 5. This includes manôs relationship to God. Unifying 

reason begins to level the distinction between God and man given that manôs reasoning and ordering power 
over nature reveals manôs likeness to God in human mastery over nature. Man in a sense is deified. 

19
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 6. Cf. Lewis, Abolition, 74-75 on the reduction of the 

world of nature and eventually man himself to the level of an abstraction. In this regard, like Lewis, 
Adorno-Horkheimer emphasize the close relationship between magic and science. Horkheimer and Adorno, 
Dialectic, 7. This connection is discussed further in chap. 4 below. 
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criticism that it is only a belief, until even the concepts of mind, truth, and, indeed, 
enlightenment itself have been reduced to animistic magic.

20
   

Moreover, they proclaim, this self-destructive tendency ñpredominates . . . in every 

rationalistic system of Western philosophyò due to the intertwinement of enlightenment 

and myth.
 21

  Thus, ironically, ñJust as myths already entail enlightenment, with every 

step enlightenment entangles itself more deeply in mythology.  Receiving all its subject 

matter from myths, in order to destroy them, it falls as judge under the spell of myth.ò
22

 

 

Mythical fear of the unknown.  This intertwinement of enlightenment and 

myth grows out of the fear of the unknown.  Both mythical and scientific explanations of 

the world represent attempts to explain or account for the unknown in order to eradicate 

this fear through mastery over nature.  Out of this process, the concept grew as ña product 

of dialectical thinking, in which each thing is what it is only by becoming what it is 

not.ò
23

  The goal of emancipation from fear of the unknown directs ñthe path of 

                                                 
 

20
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 7. 

21
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 8. 

22
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 8. They go on to describe the deleterious role of 

Enlightenmentôs instrument: abstraction as liquidation. Based on Enlightenment reasoning, all existing 
things are universally mediated through the reasoning subject. Enlightenment through mediation seeks to 
make all things the same or unified. Hence, the leveling rule is abstraction. Abstraction presupposes the 
distance between subject and object (9). As the subject ordered, subordinated, and subjugated the world, at 
the conceptual level, truth became defined in terms of and also dependent upon classifying thought. This 
classifying knowledge, however, is not ñthe knowledge which really apprehends the objectò (10). The 
increased distance placed between the subject and the object results in, like myth, a continual 
anthropomorphizing of the object through subjective projection. Consequently, the problem of the subject-
object relation is intensified. 

All along Adorno-Horkheimer describe these stages of the subjectôs development in relation to 
nature (the world of objects) in terms of an anthropological history of religions approach (e.g., the views of 
Ludwig Feuerbach [1804-72], who influenced Karl Marx [1818-1883] and Friedrich Engels[1820-1895]). 
This approach is also reminiscent of the religionsgeschichtliche Schule, or ñhistory of religions school,ò 
which developed out of nineteenth-century higher criticism. For Adorno-Horkheimer, this anthropological 
development involves a kind of evolution of religions from preanimistic to animistic, primeval religions to 
the religions of Indra and Zeus, and so on. The earlier, primitive view does not see the divine as wholly 
transcendent and in contradistinction to the material world, but part of the complex concatenation of nature, 
in which the unknown and known are linked (i.e., the principle of mana). Moreover, this is coupled with a 
fear of the unknown and the unfamiliar. With each movement through each anthropological stage, there is a 
greater concentration of power and abstraction which develops, thus eliminating the unknown in the 
process. Consequently, each attempt to explain comes at the cost of an explaining awayðor liquidation. 

23
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 11. 
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demythologization, of enlightenment.ò  Indeed, they claim, ñEnlightenment is mythical 

fear radicalized.ò
24

   

This radical fear of the unknown extends to a fear of the outside, a fear of 

difference, a fear of others.  Escaping this fear means confining everything to the circle of 

existence, the eternally same, the inescapable cycle of nature.  One of the ways this is 

accomplished is through the control of language, reducing all meaningful communication 

or linguistic expression to scientific language, which symbolizes power over nature.  Yet, 

scienceôs power through the operation of its immanent reason only enforces the particular 

interest of the power-wielders and reinforces the existing order, or status quo. 

 

The fatal error .  Enlightenmentôs fatal error was its prejudgment that ñNature 

. . . is what can be registered mathematically. . . .  In the preemptive identification of the 

thoroughly mathematized world with truth, . . . .  It equates thought with mathematics.ò
25

  

The identification of thought with mathematics gives rise to the reification of thought, 

turning it into a thing, a tool, by which it becomes ñan autonomous, automatic process, 

aping the machine it has itself produced, so that it can finally be replaced by the 

machine.ò
26

  Thought reduced to a necessary and objective mathematical procedure 

mimetically makes the world resemble itself.  This means anything not accounted for in 

mathematical thought terms is considered irrelevant and meaningless, including all 

metaphysical and theological speculations.  Only the actual is of any real concern.
27
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 11. 

25
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 18. 

26
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 19. 

27
 Hence, they write, ñThe mastery of nature draws the circle in which the critique of pure 

reason holds thought spellbound.ò Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 19. This is an obvious allusion (and 
slight) to Immanuel Kantôs Critique of Pure Reason (1781). See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 
trans. J. M. D. Meiklejohn. Great Books in Philosophy (Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1990). Also, see 
Theodor Adorno, Kantôs Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1995; repr., Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001). 
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This leads to an ironic twist of fate in the Enlightenmentôs historical 

development, which comes, once again, at a huge cost: ñworld domination over nature 

turns against the thinking subject itself . . . .  Both subject and object are nullified.ò
28

  The 

world becomes the mere subjective measure of the subjectôs mind with its mathematical 

and logical formulations.  This seeming ñtriumph of subjectivityò is ñbought with the 

obedient subordination of reason to what is immediately at hand.ò
29

  Enlightenment 

rationality instills a deceptive sense of a clear, positivist, and objective vision of reality, 

presumably based upon the ñfactsò of nature.  But, this turns out to be only the subjectôs 

self-projected ñuntruth,ò the formalization and mathematization of nature adapted to 

human patterns of thought.
30

  Thus, instead of promoting progress, Enlightenment 

regresses ñto the mythology it has never been able to escape.ò
31

   

The result of the ñobjectification of mindò is the estrangement of human beings 

from the objects they dominate as well as estrangement in all human relationships.  

Individuals are shrunken down to mere points of conventional and operational activity.  

Subjects are reduced to objects, mere things.  They write, ñAnimism had endowed things 

with souls; industrialism makes souls into things.ò
32

 

                                                 
 

28
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 20. 

29
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 20. Accordingly, ñThe actual is validated, knowledge 

confines itself to repeating it, thought makes itself mere tautology.ò 

30
 Or as they put it more concisely in their preface, ñFalse clarity is only another name for 

myth.ò Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xvii . Brian J. Shaw offers a helpful summary of their argument 
at this point: ñThus, for Horkheimer, reason and enlightenment return to the myth from which they initially 
emerged. Since reason is itself myth, in turning against myth it had to destroy itself. Enlightenment begins 
at the attempt to subject the world to the demands of the conscious subject. It ends in the surrender of the 
subject to the world of his own creation.ò Brian J. Shaw, ñReason, Nostalgia, and Eschatology in the 
Critical Theory of Max Horkheimer,ò Journal of Politics 47, no. 1 (1985): 174, Academic Search Premier, 
EBSCOhost.     

31
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 20. 

32
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 21. They proceed to explain how this leads to the 

commodification of life in all its aspects by an economic apparatus that seeks to control human beings and 
their behavior through the fetishizing of commodities and increasing standardization processes used in 
mass production, all in conformity to a schemata enforced by the collective who are ultimately controlled 
by the powers of industry. They explore these issues in greater detail in their essay, ñThe Culture Industryò 
(see below). 
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From self-preservation to instrumental reason.  Since ñEnlightenmentôs 

mythic terror springs from a horror of myth,ò Enlightenment seeks to eradicate all traces 

of myth wherever they can be found, including everything which ñhas no place in the 

functional context of self-preservation.ò
33

  Indeed, self-preservation is the ñtrue maxim of 

Western civilization.ò
34

  The mythical traces to be eradicated were extended to aspects of 

body and soul, such that the self, ñsublimated into a transcendental or logical subject, 

formed the reference point of reason, the legislating authority of action.ò
35 

 Hence, self-

preservation becomes paramount.  

Moreover, in the structure of the bourgeois economy all work is mediated by 

the principle of self-preservation.  Yet, the bourgeois division of labor only alienates 

individuals, who must conform to the ñtechnical apparatus.ò
36

  Even worse, the thinking 

of the individual, now reduced to the ñtranscendental subject of knowledge, . . . is itself 

seemingly abolished and replaced by the operations of the automatic mechanisms of 

order.ò
37

  In other words, reason becomes instrumentalized.  Substantial reason is 

abolished and replaced by instrumental reason.  Whereas the stated goal is human 

progress and the betterment of society, human rationality, hollowed of its substantive 

purpose, becomes purely instrumental or functional, with no external regulating standards 

(or values).
38

   

                                                 
 

33
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 22. 

34
 They claim, ñSpinozaôs proposition: óthe endeavor of preserving oneself is the first and only 

basis of virtue,ô contains the true maxim of all Western civilization.ò Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 
22. They cite Baruch Spinoza (1632-77) from his Ethics (1677). See Spinoza, Ethics, trans. A. Boyle 
(London: Everyman, 1948), pt. 4, prop. 22, coroll.  

35
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 22. 

36
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 23. 

37
 They explain, ñPositivism, which finally did not shrink from laying hands on the idlest fancy 

of all, thought itself, eliminated the last intervening agency between individual action and the social norm. 
The technical process, to which the subject has been reified after the eradication of that process from 
consciousness, is as free from the ambiguous meanings of mythical thought as from meaning altogether, 
since reason itself has become merely an aid to the all-encompassing economic apparatus.ò Horkheimer 
and Adorno, Dialectic, 23. 

38
 James Schmidt writes, ñHere, in brief, is the central theme of Dialectic of Enlightenment: 
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Consequently, and ironically, they write, ñBut nature as true self-preservation 

is thereby unleashed . . . by the process which promised to extirpate it.ò
39

  Civilization 

views ñpurely natural existenceò as the ultimate threat to be overcome.  The development 

of civilization included a progressive movement through mimetic, mythical, and 

metaphysical stages, eliminating the forms of behavior associated with each.  A return to 

any of these previous stages would mean a terrible reversion back to ñmere nature from 

which it had extricated itself.ò
40

  Thus, the controlling minority seeks to ensure the 

continuation of society by ñsubordinatingò the whole of life to the goal of preservation.  

This is accomplished through the bourgeois commodity economy.  But, this involves the 

automation of self-preservation, resulting in the abdication of individual reason and 

choice to the controllers of production.  In a powerful bit of prose, they again express this 

entwinement of enlightenment and myth: 

Human beings have always had to choose between their subjugation to nature and 
its subjugation to the self.  With the spread of the bourgeois commodity economy 
the dark horizon of myth is illuminated by the sun of calculating reason, beneath 
whose icy rays the seeds of the new barbarism are germinating.  Under the 
compulsion of power, human labor has always led away from myth and, under 
power, has always fallen back under its spell.

41
  

Homer and the Dialectic of 

Enlightenment: Progress and Regress 

To illustrate the ñintertwinement of myth, power, and labor,ò Adorno-

Horkheimer turn to Homerôs Odyssey, bk. 22, specifically the adventure of Odysseus and 

the Sirens, for a ñprescient allegory of the dialectic of enlightenment.ò
42

  In this account, 

                                                 
 
instrumental reason reduces truth to ósuccessô and, in the process, robs reason of all substantive content.ò 
James Schmidt, ñLanguage, Mythology, and Enlightenment: Historical Notes on Horkheimer and Adornoôs 
Dialectic of Enlightenment,ò Social Research 65, no. 4 (1998): 821, Academic Search Premier, 
EBSCOhost. 

39
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 23. 

40
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 24. 

41
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 25. 

42
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 27. For a helpful discussion of Adorno-Horkheimerôs 
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the song of the Sirens entices their listening subjects to become lost in the past with an 

irresistible promise of pleasure.  But, this means death for all who succumb to the 

temptation.  Ultimately, the Sirensô ñpromise of a happy homecoming is the deception by 

which the past entraps a humanity filled with longing.ò
43

  But, no one can escape the 

overpowering lure of the Sirensô song without inflicting injury upon the self.  This 

represents a parallel to the development of the self as subject in its extrication from the 

powers of nature.  Moreover, this shows how the fear of death and destruction of the self 

ñis twinned with a promise of joy which has threatened civilization at every moment.ò  

For the ñway of civilizationò is obedience and work, which makes the promise of joy or 

fulfillment a ñmere illusion.ò
44

   

However, Odysseus, the prototypical bourgeois hero, makes a decision that 

evades both death and happiness for himself as well as his comrades.  First, he chooses 

for his comrades by plugging their ears with wax and ordering them to row with all their 

might.  For Adorno-Horkheimer, this illustrates how survival depends on not listening ñto 

the temptation of the irrecoverable.ò
45

  Odysseus, the landowner, is capable of choosing 

for himself.  He has his comrades bind him to the shipôs mast, and so he is able to listen 

                                                 
 
treatment of the wanderings of Odysseus, see Katie Fleming, ñOdysseus and Enlightenment: Horkheimer 
and Adornoôs Dialektik der Aufklärung,ò International Journal of the Classical Tradition 19, no. 2 (June 
2012): 107-28, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost; Robert Hullot-Kentor, ñNotes on Dialectic of 
Enlightenment: Translating the Odysseus Essays,ò New German Critique no. 56 (Summer 1992): 101-8, 
MasterFILE Premier, EBSCOhost. Intriguingly, Lewis also provides his own allegorical account of the 
ñdialectic of enlightenmentò in C. S. Lewis, The Pilgrimôs Regress: An Allegorical Apology for 
Christianity, Reason and Romanticism (London: J. M. Dent, 1933; repr., with preface, London: Geoffrey 
Bles, 1943; repr., with illustrations by Michael Hague, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997). 

43
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 26.  

44
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 26. Throughout this discussion, and elsewhere in 

Dialectic, Adorno-Horkheimer make repeated references to longing (German Sehnsuct) in connection with 
the theme of homecoming. These concepts are central to the life and thought of Lewis, both in terms of his 
pre-Christian and Christian (dialectical) understanding and experience. In fact, Lewis opposes to the 
dialectic of enlightenment a ñdialectic of desireò or ñlived dialectic,ò based on his experience of Sehnsucht, 
longing, or what he simply calls Joy (see chap. 6 below). See C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy: The Shape of 
My Early Life (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1955; repr., San Diego: Harcourt, 1966); also, Pilgrimôs Regress, 
especially the preface (or afterword) to this work. 

45
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 26. 
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without surrendering to the powerful lure of the Sirens.  Accordingly, Odysseusô 

comrades are incapable of hearing the song, and so they ñknow only of the danger of the 

song, not of its beauty.ò  They leave Odysseus bound to the mast for the sake of both his 

life and their own.  But, in so doing they  

reproduce the life of the oppressor as a part of their own, while he cannot step 
outside his social role.  The bonds by which he has irrevocably fettered himself to 
praxis at the same time keep the Sirens at a distance from praxis: their lure is 
neutralized as a mere object of contemplation, as art. . . .  In this way the enjoyment 
of art and manual work diverge as the primeval world is left behind.

46
   

Adorno-Horkheimer believe Homerôs epic correctly depicts the correlation between 

ñcultural heritage and enforced work,ò and that both result from ñthe inescapable 

compulsion toward the social control of nature.ò
47

   

The account of Odysseus and his comrades illustrates a fundamental principle 

of Enlightenment progress: ñThe servant is subjugated in body and soul, the master 

regresses.ò  Adorno-Horkheimer see this as the inevitable cost of every system of 

domination with its ideal of progress.
48

  With the growing ñtechnical facilitation of 

existence,ò humanity regresses to ñmore primitive anthropological stagesò as continued 

domination requires greater repression of instincts.
49

  As a consequence, they explain, 

ñAdaptation to the power of progress furthers the progress of power, constantly renewing 

the degenerations which prove successful progress, not failed progress, to be its own 

antithesis.  The curse of irresistible progress is irresistible regression.ò
50

  Regression takes 
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 27. 

47
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 27. 

48
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 27. Dana Villa offers a helpful summary of their 

argument thus far. Dana Villa writes, ñOriginating in the primordial struggle for self-preservation, reason 
separates itself from the mythic powers of a primitive, animistic world. It is this painful, identity-forming 
struggle against an overwhelming nature that creates, from the very beginning, an internal link between 
reason and domination, reason and power.ò Dana Villa, ñGenealogies of Total Domination: Arendt, 
Adorno, and Auschwitz,ò New German Critique no. 100 (2007): 5, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost. 

49
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 27-28. 

50
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 28. 
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place both in the sensuous world, the impoverishment of bodily experience, as well as the 

intellectual one, the impoverishment of the mind.  Paradoxically then, Enlightenment 

becomes ñthe vehicle of both progress and regression.ò
51

 

Glimmer of Hope?  

Adorno-Horkheimer appear to hold out a glimmer of hope despite 

Enlightenmentôs regressive character.  The central problem seems to be the 

intertwinement of power as domination with reason and rationality.  But, the praxis of 

domination reveals its own limitations, and these limitations involve a ñmoment of 

rationality in domination,ò  which reveals itself as heterogeneous from as well as critical 

of domination.
52

  Somewhere along the way ñfrom mythology to logistics,ò thought lost 

its element of self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung).
53

  But, hints of the possibility of the 

liberation of thought are embedded in the contradictory nature of the link between reason 

and power.  For example, they explain, ñThe absurdity of a state of affairs in which the 

power of the system over human beings increases with every step they take away from 

the power of nature denounces the reason of the reasonable society as obsolete.ò
54

  

Ironically, Enlightenmentôs attempt to master nature, a mastery not possible without 

mind, reveals both mindôs estrangement from and enslavement to nature. 
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 30-31. Cf. Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1947; repr., New York: Continuum, 1996); Max Horkheimer, ñThe End of 
Reason,ò in The Essential Frankfurt School Reader, ed. Andrew Arato and Eike Gebhardt, 26-48 (New 
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Thus, it would appear thought still has the potential to become emancipatory.  

But, emancipatory thought must resist the urge of identity thinking, the reification of 

thought, its reduction to an instrument of power.  Adorno-Horkheimer seem to reveal the 

emancipatory first step as follows: ñBy modestly confessing itself to be power and thus 

being taken back into nature, mind rids itself of the very claim to mastery which had 

enslaved it to nature.ò
55

  Civilization advances through this dialectic of mastery and the 

prospect of its alleviation, a prospect whose fulfillment depends on the mindôs concept.  

Thus, the concept acts as a double-edged sword of sorts.  Through science it creates 

distance between human beings and nature.  But, through ñthe self-reflection of thought,ò 

unfettered from ñthe blind economic tendency,ò thought through its concept is enabled to 

measure this distance and the injustice it perpetuates.  This self-reflective moment 

represents a ñremembrance of nature within the subject,ò as well as the recognition that 

ñenlightenment is opposed in principle to power.ò
56

   

Thus, Adorno-Horkheimer come full circle, as they begin and end this first 

essay with a critical reflection on Baconôs utopian vision for humanity:   

Today, when Baconôs utopia . . . has been fulfilled on a telluric scale, the essence of 
the compulsion which he ascribed to unmastered nature is becoming apparent.  It 
was power itself.  Knowledge, in which, for Bacon, ñthe sovereignty of manò 
unquestionably lay hidden, can now devote itself to dissolving that power.  But in 
face of this possibility enlightenment, in the service of the present, is turning itself 
into an outright deception of the masses.

57
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 32. Thought is sacrificed when reified, and prevents 

enlightenment from being truly realized by refusing to overturn the status quo. When enlightenment 
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Excursus I:                                                             

Odysseus or Myth and Enlightenment 

In their next essay, the first of two excurses, Adorno-Horkheimer expound how 

Homerôs Odyssey, introduced in the previous essay, ñas a whole bears witness to the 

dialectic of enlightenment.ò
58

 

Homerôs Enlightenment: Odysseus the 

Awakening Subject 

Adorno-Horkheimer proceed by digging through the various strata of the 

Homeric epic uncovering its many links to myth.  Although the adventures are drawn 

from popular myth and tradition, the ñHomeric spiritò supervenes by organizing the 

myths as well as contradicting them.  In this same spirit, the hero Odysseus ñturns out to 

be the prototype of the bourgeois individual, whose concept originates in the unwavering 

self-assertion of which the protagonist driven to wander the earth is the primeval 

model.ò
59

  Moreover, in the Homeric epic ñthe venerable cosmos of the Homeric world, a 

world charged with meaning, reveals itself as an achievement of classifying reason, 

which destroys myth by virtue of the same rational order which is used to reflect it.ò
60

  

This distinction between epic and myth, while retaining mythical elements within the 

myth, is fundamental to understanding the intertwinement of enlightenment and myth.  

Thus, in Homer we discover that enlightenment began taking shape long before the 
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Enlightenment.
61

  In fact, they declare, ñno work bears more eloquent witness to the 

intertwinement of enlightenment and myth than that of Homer, the basic text of European 

civilization.ò
62

 

Despite the presence of myths in Homer, his reporting of the myths, including 

the unity he imposes upon them, actually ñtraces the path of the subjectôs flight from the 

mythical powers.ò
63

  In this way, the gradual liberation and awakening of the subjectôs 

mind from myth represents an enlightenment of thought.  This ancient coming of age 

story involves manôs growing realization of ñthe plain untruth of the myths,ò coupled 

with a corresponding demythologization and disenchantment of the world of nature.
64

   

Odysseusô adventures are survival stories, in which he confronts dangerous 

                                                 
 

61
 They turn to the early writings of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) 

for further support of their view that the element of bourgeois enlightenment is present in Homer. They 
maintain, ñLike few others since Hegel, Nietzsche recognized the dialectic of enlightenment. He 
formulated the ambivalent relationship of enlightenment to power.ò Nietzsche understood the ñtwofold 
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of Homer, as well as epic and myth in general. Unlike the awakening of Odysseusô mind as subject through 
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64
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The heroôs peregrinations from Troy to Ithaca trace the path of the self through myths, a self 
infinitely weak in comparison to the force of nature and still in the process of formation as self-
consciousness. The primeval world is secularized as the space he measures out; the old demons 
populate only the distant margins and islands of the civilized Mediterranean, retreating into the forms 
of rock and cave from which they had originally sprung in the face of primal dread. The adventures 
bestow names on each of these places, and the names give rise to a rational overview of space. 
Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 38. 

Noteworthy is a comparison of the above with Lewisô own spiritual peregrinations through 
which at one point he, like Homer, began to resist myth, to repress it, in attempting to adopt a purely 
rationalistic view of reality. In Surprised by Joy, Lewis refers to this view as ñThe New Look,ò in a chapter 
by that title (197-211). After his conversion to Christianity, Lewis wrote Pilgrimôs Regress, a semi-
autobiographical depiction of his own intellectual and spiritual wanderings through the character of John 
and his own dialectic of enlightenment and myth. Lewis, in fact, provides a map (Mappa Mundi) of Johnôs 
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extremes of a rationalistic North and an emotionalistic South.  
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temptations that seek to deflect ñself from the path of its logic.ò  The key to his survival 

and success comes from the knowledge he achieves through the ñexperience of diversity, 

distraction, [and] disintegration.ò  The constant exposure to danger and possible death 

enables him to gain ñthe hardness and the strength to live.ò
65

  Odysseus discovers through 

these encounters that his survival, the key to winning ñhis estrangement from nature,ò 

comes through varying degrees of precarious self-abandonment to nature, in testing his 

strength against it.  Through this dialectical process, the enlightened subject slowly 

emerges.
66

  

Odysseusô Cunning, Sacrifice, and      

Self-Renunciation 

Essential to Odysseusô survival is his use of cunning.  For example, this is 

illustrated in his exchange of gifts for hospitality along his journeys.  Adorno-

Horkheimer explain, ñIn Homer the gift which accompanies hospitality falls midway 

between exchange and sacrifice.ò  This gift to oneôs host ñanticipates the principle of 

equivalence: the host receives really or symbolically the equivalent value of the service 

he has performed, while the guest takes away provisions which, in principle, are intended 

to enable him to reach home.ò
67

  

More importantly, the exchange between the two parties represents ñthe 

secularization of sacrifice.ò
68

  This involves the use of deception for the purpose of self-

preservation:  ñThe moment of fraud in sacrifice is the prototype of Odyssean cunning.ò  

This gets at the very essence of sacrifice; sacrifices are ultimately planned by humans in 

order to deceive the deity, which in turn diminishes the deityôs power by subjecting it to 
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human ends.  Accordingly, Adorno-Horkheimer claim, ñCunning originates in the cult.ò
69

  

Hence, they establish a link between deception, cunning, and rationality in relation to 

cultic sacrifice.  Odysseus exposes the fraudulent nature of sacrifice in terms of its 

supposed efficacy, representative character, deification and immortality of the sacrificial 

victim, its claim to the restoration of a lost past, and, finally, its claim to reconciliation.
70

  

 

The irrationality and rationality of s acrifice.  Consequently, one would 

think enlightenment reason would lead to the utter eradication of the principle of 

sacrifice.  However, the principle, despite its irrationality, also has its own rationality that 

enables it to survive through its transformation and internalization within the subject.  

Thus, like Enlightenment, sacrifice has a twofold character: it is at once irrational and 

rational.  As the self seeks to free itself ñfrom dissolution in blind nature,ò it abdicates to 

the claims of nature through acts of self-sacrifice for the purpose of self-preservation.  

But, Adorno-Horkheimer explain, ñBargaining oneôs way out of sacrifice by means of 

self-preserving rationality is a form of exchange no less than was sacrifice itself.ò
71

 

Self-mastery through practices of self-denial is not only foundational to the 

subject-object distinction but also ñpractically always involves the annihilation of the 
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subject in whose service that mastery is maintained.ò  The goal of self-preservation 

paradoxically requires the mastering, suppressing, and disintegration of the self in terms 

of its natural existence.  Odysseusô efforts at saving his own skin entailed calculated acts 

of self-renunciation, and thus an internalization of mythic sacrifice.  This internal 

development of the individual subject as distinct from external nature progressively 

involves a mastery over nature, which resorts to the use of violence.
72

 

Adorno-Horkheimer argue this same form of ñantireason,ò the attempt to 

escape sacrifice through self-sacrifice, persists within ñtotalitarian capitalism.ò
73

  The 

totalitarian economic system of capitalism both determines the needs of its subjects 

through forms of domination, while at the same time making it impossible to satisfy those 

needs.  In fact, the history of civilization is ñthe history of the introversion of sacrificeò or 

ñthe history of renunciation.ò  More of the life of the self is always given away than what 

is preserved.  This is seen, for example, in the story of Odysseus where as a sacrificial 

victim he is forced to constantly suppress his impulses.  ñNevertheless,ò they write, ñhe is 

sacrificed, also, for the abolition of sacrifice.ò  Odysseusô self-sacrificial actions represent 

a society no longer based on renunciation, domination, and violence, but a self-mastery 

ñfor the sake of reconciliation.ò
74

 

 

The formula.  Adorno-Horkheimer explain, ñThe formula for Odysseusôs 

cunning is that the detached, instrumental mind, by submissively embracing nature, 
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renders to nature what is hers and thereby cheats her.ò
75

  The mythical powers are 

compelled by fate to endless repetition in order to avoid their own demise.  This 

inevitability ñis defined by the equivalence between the curse, the abominable act which 

expiates it, and the guilt arising from that act, which reproduces the curse.ò  Hence, the 

story of Odysseus represents the account of the self as ñrational universality against the 

inevitability of fate.ò
76

  The subjectôs rationality takes the form of an exception, a 

loophole, making it possible for the subject to satisfy the demands of the law, while also 

extricating itself from ñthe legal terms encompassing and threatening it.ò  Odysseus 

makes this exception possible through cunning.  For example, recall the account of the 

Sirens:  

Technically enlightened, Odysseus acknowledges the archaic supremacy of the song 
by having himself bound.  By yielding to the song of pleasure he thwarts both it and 
death.  The bound listener is drawn to the Sirens like any other.  But he has taken 
the precaution not to succumb to them even while he succumbs.  Despite the power 
of his desire, which reflects the power of the demigoddesses themselves, he cannot 
go to them, just as his companions at the oars, their ears stopped with wax, are deaf 
not only to the demigoddesses but to the desperate cries of their commander.

77
   

The mythical law depends upon the impossibility of fulfilling the statutes of the mythical 

powers.  However, once the statutes are actually fulfilled, the myths become upended.  

They are exposed as false by the rational subject; they are demythologized.
78

    

Yearning for the Homeland 

Adorno-Horkheimer proceed to examine further examples of Odysseusô 

tireless efforts of self-preservation through his use of cunning in Homerôs accounts of 
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Odysseus and the Lotus-eaters, Polyphemus the Cyclops, Circe, and Hades.
79

  Further 

discussion of these accounts is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  However, in sum, 

each of these adventures reveals Odysseusô continued awakening as subject, his growing 

mastery over nature and its powers, the dialectical struggle of enlightenment and myth, 

and further parallels to the oppressive power of the bourgeois economic system.  

Moreover, for Adorno-Horkheimer, there is a common thread woven throughout these 

accounts: ñIt is a yearning for the homeland which sets in motion the adventures by 

which subjectivity, the prehistory of which is narrated in the Odyssey, escapes the 

primeval world.ò
80

   

In the Homeric epic, ñthe concept of homeland is opposed to myth.ò  The epic 

preserves a cultural memory of an ñhistorical age in which nomadism gave way to 

settlement, the precondition of any homeland.ò  It is at the stage of settlement that a 

ñfixed order of propertyò develops, which results in human alienation.  This alienation 

produces ñall homesickness and longingò for ña lost primal state.ò  Yet, paradoxically, 

the very concept of homeland depends and is based upon ñsettlement and fixed property,ò 

and so it is to these things ñthat all longing and homesickness are directed.ò
81

 

Nevertheless, Adorno-Horkheimer embrace Novalisô definition of all 

philosophy as homesickness, but with an important qualification: that the longing 

described is ñnot dissipated in the phantasm of a lost original state, but homeland, and 

nature itself, are pictured as something that have had first to be wrested from myth.ò  

Thus, on their view, homeland represents the state of having escaped from myth.
82
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Civilization as Vengeance, Yet a 

Semblance of Freedom 

Not only is myth the opposite of homeland and an obstacle to reconciliation, 

but so is enlightenment power and domination, which produces civilization.  Adorno-

Horkheimer describe the domination of civilization over the primeval world as a form of 

vengeance.
83

  In this account, civilization and the primeval world it seeks to overcome 

appear as twins in the perpetration of violence.  But, where civilization transcends the 

primeval world is ñin the self-reflection which causes violence to pause at the moment of 

narrating such deeds.ò  They believe this helps to account for Odysseusô role as narrator 

of these events.
84

   

An example of this self-reflecting narration, which reveals a ñsemblance of 

freedom,ò is found in Homerôs account of the punishment of the faithless maidservants.
85

  

Homer describes an episode in which the son of the islandôs king exacts severe 

punishment of the faithless maidservants accused of harlotry.  Immediately following a 

description of the hanging of these maidservants, Homer reports, ñóFor a little while their 

feet kicked out, but not for very long.ôò
86

  Adorno-Horkheimer observe: ñThe exactitude 

of the description, which already exhibits the coldness of anatomy and vivisection, keeps 

a record, as in a novel, of the twitching of the subjugated women, who, under the aegis of 

justice and law, are thrust down into the realm from which Odysseus the judge has 

escaped.ò
87

  On Adorno-Horkheimerôs account, Homerôs words are intended to provide 
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comfort for himself and his listeners (or readers) by certifying that ñthe kicking did not 

last longða moment, and all was over.ò  Yet, the narratorôs pause here also exposes his 

real lack of composure by bringing the reporting of the event to ña standstill.ò  As such, 

his ñreport is prevented from forgetting the victims of the execution and lays bare the 

unspeakably endless torment of the single second in which the maids fought against 

death.ò
88

   

They conclude this account, along with this their second essay, with the 

following shadowy remarks:  

But in the report of the infamous deed, hope lies in the fact that it is long past.  Over 
the raveled skein of prehistory, barbarism, and culture, Homer passes the soothing 
hand of remembrance, bringing the solace of ñonce upon a time.ò  Only as the novel 
is the epic transmuted into fairy tale.

89
 

Excursus II:                                                               

Juliette or Enlightenment and Morality  

Adorno-Horkheimer open their second excursus
90

 with a critical examination 

of Enlightenment reason, rationality, and thought based on the watershed work of 

Immanuel Kant, especially his Critique of Pure Reason (1781), which introduced the 

Copernican turn in epistemology.  Then, on from Kant, they proceed to show how 

Enlightenment rationalism inevitably takes us down the dark, slippery slope to the works 

of French philosopher Marquis de Sade (1740-1814) and German philosopher Friedrich 

Nietzsche (1844-1900)ðin other words, to moral nihilism.   
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Reason, Rationality, and Thoughtð

Systematized 

They begin with what amounts to an epitomizing statement of the 

Enlightenmentôs view of the emancipation or liberation of humanity: ñEnlightenment, in 

Kantôs words, is óthe human beingôs emergence from self-incurred minority.  Minority is 

inability to make use of oneôs own understanding without direction from another.ô  

óUnderstanding without direction from anotherô is understanding guided by reason.ò
91

  

According to Kantian epistemology, once freed from all external authority, the mind 

actively organizes ñits individual cognitions into a system in accordance with its own 

internal logic.ò  Accordingly, reason is narrowed in its focus to the understanding and its 

application with the goal of producing a unifying system of thought.
92

  This system 

provides reasonôs rules or instructions for ña hierarchical ordering of concepts.ò  

Accordingly, the ñósystematizationô of knowledge lies in óthe connection of its parts in 

conformity with a single principle.ôò
93

  They explain further the implications this has for 

thought in general: 

Thinking, as understood by the Enlightenment, is the process of establishing a 
unified, scientific order and of deriving factual knowledge from principles, whether 
these principles are interpreted as arbitrarily posited axioms, innate ideas, or the 
highest abstractions.  The laws of logic establish the most universal relationships 
within the order and define them.  Unity lies in self-consistency.  The principle of 
contradiction is the system in nuce.  Knowledge consists in subsumption under 
principles.  It is one with judgment, by which perceptions are incorporated into the 
system.  Any thinking not guided by the system is directionless or authoritarian.

94
   

Based on the above, the only contribution of reason to this process is 

                                                 
 

91
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 63; quoting Immanuel Kant, ñAn Answer to the 

Question: What is Enlightenment?,ò Practical Philosophy, trans. Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 17. 

92
 They quote Kant as saying, ñóReason has . . . as its sole object the understanding and its 

effective application.ôò And again, reason posits ñóa certain collective unity as the goal of the activities of 
the understanding.ôò Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 63; quoting Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure 
Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (London: Macmillan, 1973), 533. 

93
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 63; quoting Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 534. 

94
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 63. 



   

102 

systematic unity, or schematization.  Enlightenment rejects any attribution of a 

ñsubstantial objectiveò or ñrational insightò to reason as ñdelusion, falsehood, 

órationalization.ôò  On Enlightenmentôs account, ñReason is óa faculty of deducing the 

particular from the universal.ô
95

  And for Kant, the ñschematism of pure understandingò 

guarantees the general and the particular remain consistent or harmonious.  

Consequently, when the subjective judgment of the reason discovers intelligibility in any 

matter, this intelligibility is actually the imprint of the mind on the matter.  Kantôs 

schematism accounts for the conformity of impressions to their corresponding objects, 

providing unity for both thought and the system.  Moreover, Adorno-Horkheimer explain, 

ñTo establish this unity is the conscious task of science.ò
96

 Facts are both predicted by 

and must confirm the system, thus maintaining a harmony between the system and 

nature.  These same facts ñform part of praxis; they everywhere characterize the contact 

of the individual subject with nature as social object.ò
97

  Consequently, any thinking that 

does not maintain this harmony between the system and perception ñconflicts with real 

praxis.ò  Thus, the goal of enlightenment is a system of knowledge which accommodates 

the facts and enables the subject to more effectively master nature.  Furthermore, the 

principles of the system are those of self-preservation.
98

  Hence, the true nature of Kantôs 

schematism is revealed, which is mastery or domination of external nature.  This 

domination extends to all of nature, including animals as well as human beings, and 

eventually takes the form of manipulation and administration in science and industrial 

society.  Since all sensory impressions are pre-censored by the rational schema, each 
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subject ñsees the world as made a priori of the stuff from which he himself constructs 

it.ò
99

   

Hence, science and the pursuit of scientific knowledge become the further 

domination of nature for the goal of preserving the rational schema, or what amounts to 

self-preservation.  Science itself, they attempt to clarify, is not the problem.  Science is 

only a tool, an instrument, lacking self-awareness.  The problem is the Enlightenment 

scientistôs equation of ñtruth with the scientific system.ò
100

  Although Kant made and 

sought to justify this identification of truth and science, ironically, his analysis included 

various concepts that ñhave no meaning for science, since they are not simply instructions 

for performing manipulations according to certain rules.ò  This is why today the Kantian 

philosophy is reduced to mere mythology to be extirpated from current scientific 

understanding.  Even worse, in equating the scientific system with truth, ñthought sets the 

seal on its own insignificance.ò  This is because science is a ñtechnical operation, as far 

removed from reflection on its own objectives as is any other form of labor under the 

pressure of the system.ò
101

  Thought, in the end, possesses only instrumental value. 

Enlightened Morality :                             

The Slippery Slide to De Sade 

Having outlined Kantôs views and the implications for modern science and 

rationality, Adorno-Horkheimer unpack the disastrous ramifications of the Enlightenment 

project for morality (Sittlichkeit).  They submit, ñThe moral teachings of the 
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Enlightenment bear witness to the hopelessness of attempting to replace enfeebled 

religion by an intellectual motive for enduring within society when material interest no 

longer suffices.ò
102

  Kant had sought to elevate ñmoral forces as facts.ò  For example, he 

attempted ñto derive the duty of mutual respect from a law of reason.ò  However, this 

move, typical of bourgeois thought, represents the mistake of trying to ñground the 

respect without which civilization cannot exist on something other than material 

interest.ò
103

  As a result, this move fails to provide a sufficient motive for action since the 

Kantian ñduty for dutyôs sakeò cannot compete with profit.  Kantôs attempt to ground 

morality, such as his ñgreat moral forces, reciprocal love and respect,ò in reason alone 

was a failure.  Scientific reason makes of these moral forces only ñneutral drives and 

forms of behavior, no less than immoral ones.ò
104

  Human actions and desires are reduced 

to the position of geometrical configurations and mathematical measurements, which, of 

course, are morally neutral.
105
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Thus, Adorno-Horkheimer proclaim,  

From Kantôs Critique to Nietzscheôs Genealogy of Morals, the hand of philosophy 
had traced the writing on the wall; one individual put that writing into practice, in all 
its details.  The work of the Marquis de Sade exhibits ñunderstanding without 
direction from anotheròðthat is to say, the bourgeois subject freed from all 
tutelage.

106
   

Henceforth, they demonstrate how Enlightenment rationalism leads one directly to the 

nihilistic ideas and behaviors discussed and depicted in the works of Sade and Nietzsche.  

The central driving force, motive, or principle that propels this degenerating slide to Sade 

is self-preservation, ñthe constitutive principle of science.ò
107

  The Enlightenment spirit, 

with its basis in self-preservation, is compliant with the methods used by the rulers over 

the ruled.  Instrumental reason may be used for violence or for mediation, peace or war, 

tolerance or repression.  Reason, as such, lacks any material content of its own, and thus 

like an empty vessel it may be filled with whatever contents happen to be poured into it.  

On this account, ñReason is the organ of calculation, of planning; it is neutral with regard 

to ends; its element is coordination.ò
108

  To illustrate, they draw a parallel between the 

precise coordination of modern sports teams and the sexual teams in Sadeôs Juliette.  In 

this way, the same rational organization, lacking any substantive goals, is equally 

prefigured in the ñspecial architectonic structure of the Kantian systemò as in ñthe 

gymnastsô pyramids in Sadeôs orgies.ò
109
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But, why this troubling result?  They explain,  

In the modern period enlightenment has released the ideas of harmony and 
perfection from their hypostatization in a religious Beyond and made them available 
as criteria for human endeavor within the form of the system. . . .  [T]he established 
bourgeois order entirely functionalized reason.  It became a purposiveness without 
purpose, which for that very reason could be harnessed to any end.

110
  

Hence, Adorno-Horkheimer identify the central problem: ñAs reason posits no substantial 

goals, all affects are equally remote to it.  They are merely natural.ò
111

  Enlightenment 

reason exchanged substantive reason for instrumental reason.  Without any substantial 

goals, reason acts like a chemical agent, dissolving all things into autonomous human 

reason.  The subject, in the process, is ñturned into a single, unrestricted, empty 

authority.ò  Accordingly, they write, ñPure reason became unreason, a procedure as 

immune to errors as it was devoid of content.ò
112

       

Adorno-Horkheimer claim the Enlightenment of the modern age is more 

radical than earlier stages of enlightenment and demythologization.  Earlier 
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Dialectic, 70. Cf. Lewis, Abolition, 44: ñThe human mind has no more power of inventing a new value than 
of imagining a new primary color, or, indeed, of creating a new sun and a new sky for it to move in.ò 
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advancements represented the movement wherein the older mythologies were continually 

replaced by successive enlightened ones, the dispelling of the mythological.  But, as a 

consequence, this meant the tabooing of any ties to the mythological past, including those 

necessary for the preservation of the bourgeois order itself.  This is because the very 

essence of Enlightenment is its ñantiauthoritarian tendency.ò  But, this radical principle of 

emancipation only works against itself in the end, becoming its own antithesis, the 

opposition to reason as an authority.
113

   

Thus, from ñcivic virtue and charityò to ñauthority and hierarchy,ò philosophy 

has always propped up, without good reasons, as virtuous what enlightenment reason in 

turn exposed as lies, as perversions of itself.  Yet, in doing so, it also ñhad no arguments, 

since pristine truth has no advantage over distortion, or rationalization over reason, unless 

it can demonstrate a practical one as well.ò
114

  Thus, the formalization and systemization 

of reason eventually reduces even theory, thought, and meaning to repressive 

superfluities.  Enlightenment, therefore, nullifies itself as one more repressive order in the 

process, along with both its theoretical and its practical reason. 

ñDare to Do!ò: Sadeôs Critique of 

Practical Reason 

According to Adorno-Horkheimer, Kant, in his moral philosophy, epitomized 

in his Critique of Practical Reason (1788), ñset limits to his enlightened critique in order 

to rescue the possibility of reason.ò  By contrast, Sade, like the later Nietzsche, represents 

ñan intransigent critique of practical reason,ò driving the antiauthoritarian principle to its 

logical though radically destructive extremes.
115

  Kantôs attempt to purify the moral law 
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within the self of any heteronomous elements had the unintended result that respect 

would be reduced to ñno more than a psychological fact of nature, as the starry sky above 

the self was a physical one.ò
116

   

 

From sacrifice to sacrament to sacrilege.  Sade acknowledges the existence 

of such facts of nature, for example, as exemplified in his character of Justine, portrayed 

as Julietteôs ñvirtuous sisterò and ñmartyr to the moral law.ò
117

  By sharp contrast, Sadeôs 

character of Juliette represents the embodiment of Enlightenment morality.  Juliette, an 

alternative fact of nature, ñdraws the conclusion the bourgeoisie sought to avoid.ò  She 

rejects Catholicism as ñthe latest mythology,ò and along with it civilization with its moral 

claims.  She redirects her energies from devotion to sacrament to dedication to sacrilege.  

Yet, she is not a fanatic; she ñmerely attends to the business of sacrilege in the efficient, 

enlightened way.ò  She revives a number of primeval forms of behavior long tabooed by 

civil ization, stigmatized as bestial and relegated to underground life.  In so doing, ñShe 

compensates the value judgment against themðwhich, like all value judgments, was 

unfoundedðby its opposite.ò
118

  

Furthermore, they describe her scientific approach as it relates to her attitude 

towards religion: 

 Julietteôs credo is science.  She abominates any veneration which cannot be 
shown to be rational: belief in God and his dead son, obedience to the Ten 
Commandments, preference of the good to the wicked, salvation to sin.  She is 
attracted by those reactions which have been proscribed by the legends of 
civilization.  She manipulates semantics and logical syntax like the most up-to-date 

                                                 
 
trans. Lewis White Beck, The Library of Liberal Arts (Indianapolis: Liberal Arts Press, 1956). 

116
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 74. They further write, ñóA fact of reason,ô he called it

 
. 

. . . But facts count for nothing where they do not existò (74). Their reference to ñstarry sky aboveò recalls 
Kantôs famous line: ñTwo things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the 
oftener and more steadily we reflect on them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me.ò 
Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, 166; emphasis added. 

117
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 74. 

118
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 74. 



   

109 

positivist, but . . . she does not direct her linguistic criticism primarily against 
thought and philosophy but, as a daughter of the militant Enlightenment, against 
religion.  ñA dead God!ò she says of Christ.  ñNothing is more comical than this 
nonsensical combination of words from the Catholic dictionary: God, which means 
eternal; death, which means not eternal.  Idiotic Christians, what do you intend to do 
with your dead God?ò  The conversion of what is condemned without scientific 
proof into something to be striven for, and of what is respected without proof into an 
object of revulsion, the transvaluation of values, the ñcourage to do the forbidden,ò . 
. . is her specific passion.

119
 

Thus, from Kantôs Sapere aude, ñDare to know,ò we arrive at Julietteôs ñDare . . . to do.ò   

Moreover, this daring of the strong will not be hindered by the complaints of 

the weak.  For, Adorno-Horkheimer write, ñNietzsche proclaims the quintessence of her 

doctrine.  óLet the weaklings and failures go to ruin: the first principle of our 

philanthropy. . . .  What is more damaging than any vice?  The pity of active people for 

the unsuccessful and the weakðChristianity.ôò
120

   

The facts of nature only know of human inequality not equality.  The rejection 

of any objective order to nature as mythical means the reduction of nature to mere 

material to be manipulated.  Accordingly for Nietzsche, ñthere is no law ówhich we not 

only recognize but recognize over us.ôò
121

  The only law of life the understanding 

recognizes, in keeping with the struggle for self-preservation, is the law of the strong over 

the weak.  Again, in keeping with Nietzscheôs doctrine,  

it is the weak who are guilty, . . . since they use cunning to circumvent the natural 
law.  ñIt is the diseased who imperil mankind . . . the predestined failures and 
victims who undermine the social structure, who poison our faith in life and our 
fellow men.ò  They have spread throughout the world the Christianity which 
Nietzsche hates and abominates no less than Sade.

122
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Thus, Enlightened reason proffers its own version of a natural law theory, based on 

conformity to nature as it in fact is.  In a shocking reversal, it is not the strong but the 

weak within society who rebel against the law of nature by trying to usurp power from 

those who naturally possess it.
123

 

 

The transvaluation of values.  The new theory of the natural order based on 

the law of the stronger requires a new theory of values.  Remorse is deemed ñcontrary to 

reason.ò  Pity is deemed ñoutright sin.ò  Yielding to such emotions is considered a 

perversion of the law of nature by showing favor to the weak over the strong.  Through 

this inversion, virtue is transvalued into vice, as an interference ñówith the inequality 

required by the laws of nature.ôò
124

  In addition, acts of kindness and good deeds are 

equally condemned, while domination and suppression are elevated to the status of virtue.  

This represents Nietzscheôs notorious doctrine of the transvaluation of values.
125

  What is 

more, Juliette ñapplies this principle in earnest. . . .  After the destruction of all ideologies 

she elevates as her own morality what Christianity, in its ideology if not always in its 

practice, held to be abominable.ò
126

   

Since the formalization of reason is devoid of any substantive goals, the goals 

it advocates for are void of any ñnecessity and objectivity.ò  Accordingly, not only are 

remorse, pity, kindness, and good deeds transmuted into sin and vice, but their opposites 

ñbecome merely operations.ò  They are reduced to ñmere activity, into the meansðin 
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short, into industry.ò
127

  As a result, even pleasure and love are ultimately annulled by the 

formalization of reason and its mimicry of mechanized production within industry.   

Adorno-Horkheimer write, ñPleasure itself shows traces of the outdated, the irrelevant, 

like the metaphysics which forbade itò
128

  Since ñevery pleasure betrays idolization: it is 

self-abandonment to an Other,ò even pleasure cannot escape the Enlightenment process 

of extirpation due to its mythical nature.
129

  Likewise, the bourgeois form of love as 

devotion to another person ñis being finally revoked as a value judgment conditioned by 

sexuality.ò
130

  Peopleôs attitude towards sexuality becomes rationalized and calculating 

on the pattern of ñJulietteôs enlightened circle.ò  Not even love can withstand the scrutiny 

of enlightened reason.  It is dismissed as ñan unscientific concept.ò
131

   

This Enlightenment trajectory leads to a failure of civilization, which in turn 

eventually leads to barbarism.  Adorno-Horkheimer write, ñthe will to destroy is 

totalitarian, and totalitarianism springs from that will alone.ò
132

  Accordingly, the weak 

within society, all those who possess ñthe signs of powerlessness,ò become the targets for 

those in power.  Power over the powerless, especially in the form of inflicted torments on 

the victim, produces pleasure as well as a ñhardening within the individual which can 

only be fully lived out through the collective.ò
133

  This leads to the making of pacts 

between pleasure and cruelty.  Love and tenderness are exchanged for sadistic pleasure 

and power.  In the end, civilization regresses or reverts ñback to the terrors of nature.ò
134

   

                                                 
 

127
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 81. 

128
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 82. 

129
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 83. 

130
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 83.  

131
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 85. 

132
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 87-88. 

133
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 88. 

134
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 89. 



   

112 

Legacy of the Chronique Schandaleuse 

Adorno-Horkheimer credit both Sade and Nietzsche with exposing the 

problems for Enlightenment thought through their own exercise in determinate negation, 

exposing the contradictions inherent in and produced by enlightenment rationality.  In the 

dialectic of enlightenment, ñSickness becomes the symptom of recovery.ò
135

  

Enlightenment rationalism suffers from an internal contradiction, one which Sade and 

Nietzsche both helped to perpetuate but also clarify in their writings.
136

  Adorno-

Horkheimer further comment,  

For the chronique scandaleuse of Justine and Juliette . . . prefigured in the style of 
the eighteenth century the sensational literature of the nineteenth and the mass 
literature of the twentieth is the Homeric epic after it has discarded its last 
mythological veil: the story of thought as an instrument of power.  In taking fright at 
the image in its own mirror, that thought opens to view what lies beyond it.

137
   

Thus, Adorno-Horkheimer commend these ñdark writers of the bourgeoisieò for not 

seeking ñto avert the consequences of the Enlightenment with harmonistic doctrinesò as 

many Enlightenment apologists had done.
138

  Speaking of the legacy of both Sade and 

Nietzsche, Adorno-Horkheimer conclude,   

In a different way to logical positivism, they both took science at its word.  In 
pursuing the implications of reason still more resolutely than the positivists their 
secret purpose was to lay bare the utopia which is contained in every great 
philosophy, as it is in Kantôs concept of reason: the utopia of a humanity which, 
itself no longer distorted, no longer needs distortion.  In proclaiming the identity of 
power and reason, their pitiless doctrines are more compassionate than those of the 
moral lackeys of the bourgeoisie.

139
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The Culture Industry:                                 

Enlightenment as Mass Deception 

In this next essay, Adorno-Horkheimer show that not only does enlightenment 

reason fail its own aims by reverting to rather than purging myth from the social 

consciousness, but the goal of human progress also becomes a failure as it increasingly 

lapses into forms of objectifying and dehumanizing regression.
140

  Just as nature was 

dissected and quantified, human beings are counted as mere statistics and commodities as 

part of what Adorno-Horkheimer term the ñCulture Industry.ò
141

   

Infection of Sameness 

Adorno-Horkheimer reject assessments of the present cultural crisis that appeal 

to the ñthe loss of support from objective religion and the disintegration of the last 

precapitalist residues.ò  Instead, they offer a different prognosis: ñCulture today is 

infecting everything with sameness.ò
142

  Whether film, radio, magazines, politics, the 

architecture of buildings, or town-planning projects, in the culture industry, everyone has 

a specific role to play.  This extends to both work and leisure, reaching into every aspect 
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of human life.  They explain, ñThe conspicuous unity of macrocosm and microcosm 

confronts human beings with a model of their culture: the false identity of universal and 

particular.  All mass culture under the monopoly is identical.ò
143

  The culture industry is 

so pervasive that the ones in charge of it no longer even try to hide it.  This is especially 

evident in film and radio, where, no longer under the pretense of being art, they 

admittedly ñare nothing but business.ò  They even unabashedly call themselves 

ñindustries.ò
144

 

The apologists seek to explain the culture industry in terms of technology and 

supply and demand.  By contrast, Adorno-Horkheimer argue that a cycle of 

ñmanipulationò and ñretroactive needò is perpetuated by those whose economic position 

in society is strengthened as technology gains power over society.  Accordingly, they 

claim, ñTechnical rationality today is the rationality of domination.  It is the compulsive 

character of a society alienated from itself.ò
145

  The technology of the culture industry 

takes the form of standardization and mass production, which serves to erase the 

distinction between work and society.  Technology itself is not to blame, but rather ñits 

function within the economy today.ò  All human needs are regulated by the ñcentral 

controlò of the economic system, and what does not come under its control is repressed in 

human consciousness.
146

  Although it may be the case the public approves of the system 

of the culture industry, the public mentality is itself a part of the system and so cannot be 

                                                 
 

143
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 95. 

144
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 95. 

145
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 95. 

146
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 95. They note as examples the use of technologies such 

as the telephone and the radio, especially the move from the former to the latter, making ñeveryone equally 
into listeners, in order to expose them in authoritarian fashion to the same programs put out by different 
stationsò (95-96). A contemporary update of their argument would of course include modern technologies, 
such as: television, computers, the internet, cell phones; as well as the following uses of digital technology: 
social media (i.e., Facebook, Twitter), satellite television and radio, streaming services, and more. Cf. 
Theodor Adorno, ñTelevision as Ideology,ò in Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords, trans. Henry 
W. Pickford (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1963/1969; repr., New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1998). 



   

115 

appealed to in order to justify it.  It is merely a pretext to claim one is just giving the 

public what they desire, when the truth is their desires have been manipulated to want 

what they want.  A better explanation is to be found ñin terms of the specific interests of 

the technical apparatus and its personnel . . . as a part of the economic mechanism of 

selection.ò
147

   

Furthermore, we must add the role of the ñexecutive powers,ò who censor all 

that they produce so that their product conforms to ñto their tables, to their concept of the 

consumer, or, above all, to themselves.ò
148

  The culture monopolies, however, are 

ultimately subservient to the ñthe most powerful sectors of industry: steel, petroleum, 

electricity, chemicals.ò  These sectors represent the ñtrue wielders of power,ò the top of 

the food chain upon whom the lower levels of the culture industry are dependent for their 

survival.
149

     

Cultural Schematism 

A cultural schematic is evident in the ñrelentless unity of the culture industry.ò  

Whether in politics, film, or advertising, the litany of options presented to the public ñdo 

not so much reflect real differences as assist in the classification, organization, and 

identification of consumers.  Something is provided for everyone so that no one can 

escape.ò
150

  This is evident in the different price points of products or their ñhierarchy of 

serial qualities,ò all of which are used by those in power only to better quantify the 

public.  However, in reality ñthe mechanically differentiated products are ultimately all 
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the same.ò  The purported ñadvantages and disadvantagesò of the variety of models and 

makes of cars and the different production companies really only serve ñto perpetuate the 

appearance of competition and choice.ò
151

  Thus, the culture industry fosters an ever-

increasing uniformity that engulfs both the production and even the leisure time of the 

consumer.  Everyone is in a sense groomed to ñbehave spontaneously according to a 

ólevelô determined by indicesò and in turn to ñselect the category of mass product 

manufactured for their type.ò  Both in research organizations and political propaganda, 

the public, as citizen and consumer, are divided up into statistical categories based upon 

their income level.  Thus, the culture industry regulates everything and everyone 

according to a predetermined schematic.
152

   

Adorno-Horkheimer liken this cultural schematism to the Kantian schematism 

with one key difference: at least the latter expected the active contribution of its 

subjects.
153

  However, the culture industry denies this active contribution by the subject.  

They explain,    

Although the operations of the mechanism appear to be planned by those who 
supply the data, the culture industry, the planning is in fact imposed on the industry 
by the inertia of a society irrational despite all its rationalization. . . .  For the 
consumer there is nothing left to classify, since the classification has already been 
preempted by the schematism of production.

154
 

In terms of mass art, such as ñhit songs, stars, and soap operas,ò they see this 

schematic effect in the conformity to and cyclical recurrence of types, along with the 

interchangeable nature of the ñspecific content of productions,ò which is ñderived from 

those types.ò
155

  As a result, not only are all things made identical, they are also utterly 
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predictable.  Like the Kantian schematism, all the elements of production, both whole and 

parts, all the way down to the specific details, serve one and the same purpose: ñTo 

confirm the schema by acting as its constituents is their sole raison dô°tre.ò
156

  Of course, 

unruly or rebellious details, real differences, are leveled.  Everything is subordinated to 

the cultural schematism: ñThe whole world is passed through the filter of the culture 

industry.ò
157

 

This cultural schematism also extends to the control of language.  It possesses 

its own ñexplicit and implicit, exoteric and esoteric catalog of what is forbidden and what 

is tolerated,ò which brings even areas thought to be free under its control.  Adorno-

Horkheimer explain, ñEvery phenomenon is by now so thoroughly imprinted by the 

schema that nothing can occur that does not bear in advance the trace of the jargon, that is 

not seen at first glance to be approved.ò
158

  More and more, this ñstylizationò and 

ñcompulsion of the technically conditioned idiom,ò or ñidiom of naturalness,ò adopted by 

the ñstars and directorsò as a ñsecond nature,ò is also adopted by the general populace.
159

  

The increasing standardization of this idiom throughout the culture industry puts a check 

on all forms of resistance to it.  Thus, they write, ñthe style of the culture industry, which 

has no resistant material to overcome, is at the same time the negation of style.ò
160
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Adorno-Horkheimer proceed to explain how in all works of art ñstyle is a 

promise.ò  They explain, ñit is only in its struggle with tradition, a struggle precipitated in 

style, that art can find expression for suffering.
161

  This ability of the work of art, through 

its moment, to transcend reality in this way cannot be severed from style, but neither does 

it establish a false harmony of ñform and content, inner and outer, individual and 

society.ò  The harmony is achieved ñin those traits in which the discrepancy emerges, in 

the necessary failure of the passionate striving for identity.ò  It is through this failure that 

great works of art always negated themselves.  By contrast, inferior works of art rely on 

their ñsimilarity to others, the surrogate of identity.ò  The culture industry enforces this 

imitation as an absolute requirement for success, which reduces all art to nothing but 

style or ñobedience to the social hierarchy.ò
162

  The result is an aesthetic barbarism. 

Since this style originated in the liberal sphere with its ñmodern culture 

combines,ò it is in this economic arena that people can survive as long as they remain 

compliant and become incorporated into the system.
163

  Moreover, Adorno-Horkheimer 

write, ñWhereas the mechanism of supply and demand is today disintegrating in material 

production, in the superstructure it acts as a control on behalf of the rulers.ò
164

  This rule 

encompasses all consumers who are the workers and salaried employees of the economic 

system.  Accordingly, they put up no resistance to the capitalist system of production and 

what it offers them.  Adorno-Horkheimer explain, ñUnder the ideological truce between 

them, the conformism of the consumers, like the shamelessness of the producers they 

sustain, can have a good conscience.  Both content themselves with the reproduction of 

sameness.ò
165
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Culture and the Entertainment Business 

The essence of the culture industry is its form of entertainment, which is its 

medium for the control of consumers.
166

  The tendencies of the culture industry are 

embodied in the public through forms of social conditioning.  This process depends upon 

ñthe survival of the market in the industry.ò  Adorno-Horkheimer explain, 

Entertainment is the prolongation of work under late capitalism.  It is sought by 
those who want to escape the mechanized labor process so that they can cope with it 
again.  At the same time, however, mechanization has such power over leisure and 
its happiness, determines so thoroughly the fabrication of entertainment 
commodities, that the off-duty worker can experience nothing but after-images of 
the work process itself. . . .  The only escape from the work process in factory and 
office is through adaptation to it in leisure time. . . .  This is the incurable sickness of 
all entertainment.

167
   

However, they further describe how the culture industryôs promises are false 

promises, thus endlessly cheating its customers.  These false promises include sexual 

pleasure, beauty, laughter, and fun.
168

  These unfulfilled promises are masked through 

entertainment, especially in the form of amusement, in order to stifle any resistance on 

the part of the consumer, thus making them ñeternal consumers, the culture industryôs 

object.ò
169

  Accordingly, the people are given over to amusement; not pure amusement, 

described as ñrelaxed abandon to colorful associations and merry nonsense,ò but 

ñamusement in its marketable form.ò
170

  Pure or unbridled amusement is suppressed as 

naïve by the industryôs ethics and taste.  Hence, they state, ñThe culture industry is 
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corrupt, not as a sink of iniquity but as the cathedral of higher gratification.ò
171

  

Amusement has a numbing or even deadening effect on the mind of the amused.  This 

perpetuates powerlessness, a form of escapism, not from ñbad reality but from the last 

thought of resisting that reality.ò  This is what makes the rhetorical question ñWhat do 

people want?ò so utterly shameless because the question ñappeals to the very people as 

thinking subjects whose subjectivity it specifically seeks to annul.ò
172

   

Nevertheless, as the culture industry has fewer things it can promise, coupled 

with a lack of a ñmeaningful explanation of life,ò the ideology it propagates becomes 

increasingly empty.  Abstractions, such as the ideals of harmony, benevolence, and truth 

are seen as mere publicity devices.  People become cynical and impatient with such 

appeals to values: ñValue judgments are perceived either as advertisements or as mere 

chatter.ò
173

  But, Adorno-Horkheimer explain how this 

noncommittal vagueness of the resulting ideology does not make it more 
transparent, or weaker.  Its very vagueness, the quasiscientific reluctance to be 
pinned down to anything which cannot be verified, functions as an instrument of 
control.  Ideology becomes the emphatic and systematic proclamation of what is. . . 
.  Thus the omnipresent and impenetrable world of appearances is set up as the 
ideal.

174
  

Even more, the culture industry ensures everyone is provided for.  Everyone is 

incorporated into the system in some capacity, through belonging to ñchurches, clubs, 

professional associations, and other relationships,ò all of which are used as a means of 

social control.  Survival within society for each individual depends upon not weighing 

ñtoo little in the scales of this apparatus.  Otherwise he will fall behind in life and finally 
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go under.ò
175

  Social stratification in terms of the standard of living is determined by 

degrees of adherence to the system.  All who fail to make it in the system are deemed 

marked men, outsiders.  Accordingly, they write, ñThe culture industry . . . reflects 

societyôs positive and negative provision for those it administers as direct human 

solidarity in the world of honest folk.  No one is forgotten.ò
176

  Thus, everyone has a 

place in the fully administered society of the culture industry, while at the same time 

resistant elements are carefully regulated.  In a certain sense, this is the nature of culture 

and its civilizing process.  But, the culture industry takes this to an unprecedented level: 

ñCulture has always contributed to the subduing of revolutionary as well as of barbaric 

instincts.  Industrial culture does something more.  It inculcates the conditions on which 

implacable life is allowed to be lived at all.ò
177

 

In actual fact, the success of the culture industry actually leads to ñthe abolition 

of the individualò in the process.
178

  As the standardized mode of production reduces the 

individualization of products to a mere illusion (everything is really the same), likewise 

individuals are tolerated only to the extent that ñtheir wholehearted identity with the 

universal is beyond question.ò  Again, self-preservation depends upon compliance with 

the system.  But, individuality is lost in the process, subsumed into mass culture.  While it 

is true the advancement of bourgeois society included the promotion of the development 

of the individual, the fact is ñall such progress of individuation has been at the expense of 

the individuality in whose name it took place.ò
179
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The Cult of Cheapness 

Adorno-Horkheimer proceed to describe how, in the culture industry, the 

products of film, radio, even chewing gum, are made so cheaply available to the public in 

such a way that both the culture system and those who run it are propped up, making 

them richer still.  Again, ñSomething is served up for everyone.ò  This they refer to as the 

ñcult of cheapness.ò
180

   

They further describe the effects of the cult of cheapness on a variety of aspects 

of society from art to education to civil discourse.  The cheapness of mass-produced 

articles is ñchanging the commodity character of art itself.ò  While art has always been a 

commodity, what is new is ñthe fact that art now dutifully admits to being a commodity, 

abjures its autonomy and proudly takes its place among consumer goods.ò
181

  The power 

of the consumer market also results in the replacement of use value by exchange value:  

ñEverything has value only in so far as it can be exchanged, not in so far as it is 

something in itself.ò
182

   

This cheapening of culture also has deleterious effects on education.  Since 

everyone must be provided for, this means making education easily available for all of 

societyôs members.  But, this means the leveling of academic advantages and thus the 

lowering of educational standards.  They explain, ñThe abolition of educational privilege 

by disposing of culture at bargain prices does not admit the masses to the preserves from 

which they were formerly excluded but, under the existing social conditions, contributes 

to the decay of education and the progress of barbaric incoherence.ò
183

  Moreover, as the 

members of society are increasingly ill-educated, this results in a diminishment of respect 

and criticism: ñthe latter gives way to mechanical expertise, the former to the forgetful 
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cult of celebrities.  For consumers, nothing is expensive anymore.ò
184

  Again, everything 

is made cheap and easily accessible.  In fact, culture is reduced to the level of the cheap 

and easy advertisement.
185

   

Moreover, the wielders of power also exercise their control through the high 

costs of advertising, which flows back to the combines under their control, thus strictly 

controlling who can participate in the system.  Further control of language and style is 

made possible through ñadvertising techniques,ò creating a propagandizing effect, 

making it even easier to manipulate the masses inundated with marketing and advertising 

slogans.
186

  This extensive control of language also results in the cheapening of language.  

As consumers model the language of the culture industry in their own speech, they 

perpetuate culture as advertising themselves.  In the process, ñwords change from 

substantial carriers of meaning to signs devoid of qualities.ò  Language is reduced to 

communication, which is further reduced to mere designation.
187

  Finally, the culture 

industryôs appropriation of language through advertising techniques results in a coldness 

in human discourse and a loss of linguistic meaning.
188
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Like Enlightenment, the culture industry is totalitarian.  Yet, all the while, the 

masses ñare free to dance and amuse themselves.ò
189

  They are even made free to choose 

the ideology of the culture industry.  However, Adorno-Horkheimer demur, ñfreedom to 

choose an ideology, which always reflects economic coercion, everywhere proves to be 

freedom to be the same.ò
190

  They conclude this fourth essay in a quite despairing tone: 

The most intimate reactions of human beings have become so entirely reified, even 
to themselves, that the idea of anything peculiar to them survives only in extreme 
abstraction: personality means hardly more than dazzling white teeth and freedom 
from body odor and emotions.  That is the triumph of advertising in the culture 
industry: the compulsive imitation by consumers of cultural commodities which, at 
the same time, they recognize as false.

191
 

Elements of Anti-Semitism:                                      

Limits of Enlightenment 

In their final essay, Adorno-Horkheimer point to the rise of anti-Semitism and 

National Socialism as the culmination of the barbaric darkness that had fallen over 

humanity due to the limits of enlightenment.
192

  Thus, from Homer to Kant, to the rise of 
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Hitler and the Nazis, Adorno-Horkheimer describe a trajectory of human rationality as 

one colossal disappointment.
193

  For them, Auschwitz represents humanityôs wretched 

failure, especially and the inevitable result of Enlightenment rationalism and the 

oppressive culture it produced in the twentieth century. 

The Chosen People 

They begin by introducing the concept of anti-Semitism and the hatred for the 

Jewish people.  The fascist thesis regards the Jews as ñthe antirace, the negative principle 

as such; on their extermination the worldôs happiness depends.ò
194

  The fascists have 

made the Jewish people a target for the ñdestructive urge which the wrong social order 

spontaneously produces.  They are branded as absolute evil by absolute evil.  In this 

sense they are indeed the chosen people.ò  Moreover, in the image of the Jew the fascists 

project their own lust for ñexclusive ownership, appropriation, unlimited power, and at 

any price.ò  As a consequence, Adorno-Horkheimer state, ñThe Jew, burdened with his 

tormentorsô guilt, mocked as their lord, they nail to the cross, endlessly repeating a 

sacrifice in whose power they are unable to believe.ò
195

  The particular mode of life and 

appearance of the Jew represents a failure to adapt to the existing universal, the 

prevailing order of life.  Thus, we finally come full circle.  The dialectical intertwinement 
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of enlightenment and power, ñhas been brought home to the Jews.ò
196

 

Adorno-Horkheimer note how the driving force of anti-Semitism has always 

been ñthe urge . . . to make everyone the same.ò  As such, anti-Semitism is just one 

manifestation of a type of mentality, whether individual or social, representing a 

ñprimeval-historical entrapment,ò a malady that can become ñso deeply embedded in 

civilizationò that the individual ñcannot mitigate it through understanding.ò  This is 

because rationality itself, having been tainted by power, and thus subject to the same 

malady, is immune to any plausible rational appeals and counterarguments.
197

  

In due time, the blinded subject is unleashed in the form of anti-Semitic 

behavior.  The blindness of anti-Semitism is due to its lack of intention.  It is like a 

ñrelease valve,ò in which the subjectôs rage is vented on those who stand out from the 

collective as powerless and vulnerable.  Of course, no one is born an anti-Semite, and, in 

fact, the victims as well as the instigators are actually interchangeable depending on the 

constellation of power.  Most are even ignorant of the reason for hating the Jews.  But, 

the ones who do hate them, the fascists, motivated by a hate without reason, ñconstruct a 

grandiose ideology . . . with fatuous talk of saving the family, the fatherland, humanityò 

in order to justify their malice.  Eventually, however, this weak rationalization turns into 

an overwhelming impulse to blind, purposeless, violent action.
198

   

And so, the Enlightenment promise becomes a failure.  For the Enlightenment 

project, ñThe purpose of human rights was to promise happiness even where power was 
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lacking.ò
199

  However, the ñcheated massesò see through this promise as a lie, given the 

division of classes and their corresponding inequities.  Consequently, they must 

continually repress any idea of happiness as illusory, a vain hope.  But, this also leads to 

people reenacting this suppression of ñtheir own longingò wherever this promise of 

happiness might appear to be realized among others in society.  Accordingly, Adorno-

Horkheimer describe how the ñdestructive fury of the civilized, who can never fully 

complete the painful process of civilization,ò is unleashed on the other, particularly the 

Jew.
200

  

Jewish Scapegoat 

The fact is the ñpresent society . . . is scandalized by the Jew.ò  For a society 

ñin which no longer is politics merely business but business is the whole of politics,ò the 

Jew, ñwith his obsolete shopkeeperôs mannerisms,ò is viewed as a ñmaterialist, a haggler, 

who should make way for the pioneering spirit of those who have elevated business to an 

absolute.ò
201

  Moreover, since the ñspecific economic purposeò of bourgeois anti-

Semitism is the concealment of domination in production, in which the master profits at 

the expense of the workers, the Jew becomes the scapegoat for the economic injustice 

that exists within the bourgeois economy.   

The Jews participated heavily in the circulation sphere over time, an economic 

sphere later accused of being a source of exploitation.  Accordingly, the Jews took on 

ñthe hatred so long directed at that sphere.ò
202

  Despite the many great achievements of 

various prominent Jews, the Jews were never fully admitted into European society.  Their 

presence was that of a protected class or group, dependent upon their protectors, be they 
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emperors, rulers, or the state apparatus.  These protectors, themselves wealthy patrons of 

the Jews, used them as economic intermediaries and thus protected them ñagainst the 

masses who had to foot the bill for progress.ò
203

   

Furthermore, ñThe Jews were the colonizers of progress.ò  Their role as 

merchants aided in disseminating Roman civilization throughout Gentile Europe.  

Accordingly, the Jews ñbecame, in keeping with their patriarchal religion, representatives 

of urban, civic, and finally industrial conditions.ò  But, these cultural achievements, 

coupled with their role as ñbearers of capitalist modes of existence,ò made them primary 

targets of the hatred of those who were disadvantaged by this economic system.  The 

sufferers included, for example, craftsmen and farmers undermined by capitalist modes 

of production.
204

   

Thus, Adorno-Horkheimer describe the tragic irony of the Jewish fate: ñThey 

who propagated individualism, abstract law, the concept of the person, have been 

debased to a species.  They who were never allowed untroubled ownership of the civic 

right which should have granted them human dignity are again called óthe Jewsô without 

distinction.ò
205

   

Religious Roots of Anti-Semitism 

Although accusing the Jews of unbelief is no longer sufficient to incite the 

masses against them, religious hostility, linked to the historical persecution of the Jews, 

remains an important factor in modern anti-Semitism.  This is so even though 

ñNationalist anti-Semitism seeks to disregard religion.  It claims to be concerned with 

purity of race and nation.  Its exponents notice that people have long ceased to trouble 

                                                 
 

203
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 143. 

204
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 143.  

205
 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 143-44. See Anson Rabinbach, ñWhy Were the Jews 

Sacrificed?: The Place of Anti-Semitism in Dialectic of Enlightenment,ò New German Critique no. 81 (Fall 
2000): 49-64, MasterFILE Premier, EBSCOhost. 



   

129 

themselves about eternal salvation.ò  Yet, its religious tradition is simply ñincorporated as 

cultural heritage,ò  and so fascism benefits from both the public disinterest in matters of 

personal salvation and the culturalization of religion.  The peoplesô unchanneled spiritual 

longing ñis guided into racial-nationalist rebellion. . . .  In this way religion as an 

institution is partly meshed directly into the system and partly transposed into the pomp 

of mass culture and parades.ò  As an appalling result, ñAmong the óGerman Christians,ô 

all that remained of the religion of love was anti-Semitism.ò
206

   

Adorno-Horkheimer specifically target the historic role of Christianity in the 

rise of anti-Semitism.  They compare and contrast Christianity and Judaism in terms of 

their conception of God, Godôs relation to both nature and human nature, and the function 

of sacrifice in the two religions.  Whereas Judaism represented crucial steps of 

enlightened progress from primitive, pagan mythical and magical beliefs and practices, 

Christianity is a regression due to its reversion back to forms of ideology, idolatry, and 

magical rituals (i.e., the Eucharist and the doctrine of transubstantiation).  Furthermore, 

the churchôs promise of salvation to believers is fundamentally fraudulent, a false 

guarantee or assurance.  The horrific historical consequence of this regression is that 

believers, who ñwith bad conscience convinced themselves of Christianity as a secure 

possession, were obliged to confirm their eternal salvation by the worldly ruin of those 

who refused to make the murky sacrifice of reason.  That is the religious origin of anti-

Semitism.ò
207
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Appeal to Idiosyncrasy 

They write, ñThe stock reply of all anti-Semites is the appeal to 

idiosyncrasy.ò
208

  Idiosyncrasy is tied to what is peculiar; the universal is whatever is 

capable of fitting ñinto the context of social utility.ò  Thus, the former is deemed 

unnatural while the latter is considered natural.  The natural is whatever is absorbed by 

the conceptual order, the cultural schema.  What is not assimilated, however, ñis felt as 

intrusive and arouses a compulsive aversion.ò
209

 

Whereas mimesis is the process that seeks to adapt to otherness, the civilizing 

process succeeds by eliminating the unassimilated, the unnatural.  Civilization replaces 

ñmimetic behavior properò with rational praxis, or work.  Accordingly, ñUncontrolled 

mimesis is proscribed,ò hardening the individual ego against mimetic behavior.  

Moreover, Adorno-Horkheimer state, ñThe transition from reflecting mimesis to 

controlled reflection completes its formation.ò
210

  The repetitive nature of science, the 

mathematical formula, and the automating mental processes of technology, are all offered 

as forms of regression and sublimated mimicry.  In each case, the individual is made to 

become increasingly hardened against nature rather than adapting to it.
211

  Eventually, the 

ñpitiless ban on regressionò becomes totalizing, and even the ñmere existence of the other 

is a provocation.ò
212

   

Somewhat ironically, they further explain how fascism is driven by a deep 
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desire for the mimetic behavior, the idiosyncratic, it seeks to destroy.
213

  Consequently, 

the fascist mechanism of domination needs the Jews as an outlet, as a sacrifice for the 

dominant order.  The Jew is peculiar, different, ñantithetical and alien.ò
214

  As the 

dominant order becomes increasingly estranged from nature, it reverts to ñmere nature.ò  

This reversion takes the form of projection onto the Jews of its own ñsubliminal craving . 

. . to revert to mimetic sacrificial practices.ò  Once rationalized through projection onto 

the Jews, the primeval urge ñcan be acted out in reality.ò
215

  Paradoxically, Adorno-

Horkheimer state, ñCivilization is the triumph of society over natureða triumph which 

transforms everything into mere nature.ò
216

  Hence, the persecution of the Jews represents 

both the triumph and failure of civilization. 

 

Anti -Semitism and false projection.  Adorno-Horkheimer offer a 

psychoanalytic explanation of anti-Semitism in what is called pathic or false projection.  

False projection ñis the reverse of genuine mimesis and has deep affinities to the 

repressed.ò
217

  They proceed with an extended explanation of this psychological 

phenomenon as, in part, an explanation of the mentality of the fascist or anti-Semite.
218
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 They describe how, ñThe psychic energy harnessed by political anti-Semitism is this 

rationalized idiosyncrasy. All the gesticulations devised by the Führer and his followers are pretexts for 
giving way to the mimetic temptation. . . . They detest the Jews and imitate them constantly.ò Horkheimer 
and Adorno, Dialectic, 151. 
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 They write, ñIf mimesis makes itself resemble its surroundings, false projection makes its 

surroundings resemble itself.ò Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 153. As a result, they explain, ñImpulses 
which are not acknowledged by the subject and yet are his, are attributed to the object: the prospective 
victimò (154). Moreover, this comes about due to the subjectôs lack of reflection on the object as well as a 
lack of self-reflection. Hence, they further explain,  

Instead of the voice of conscience, it hears voices; instead of inwardly examining itself in order to 
draw up a protocol of its own lust for power, it attributes to others the Protocol of the Elders of Zion. 
. . . In the sickness of the individual, humanityôs sharpened intellectual apparatus is turned once more 
against humanity, regressing to the blind instrument of hostility it was in animal prehistory, and as 
which, for the species, it has never ceased to operate in relation to the rest of nature (156). 
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Pathic projection is rooted in the development of enlightenment thought and its 

bifurcation of subject and object.  They explain, ñObjectifying thought, like its 

pathological counterpart, has the arbitrariness of a subjective purpose extraneous to the 

matter itself and, in forgetting the matter, does to it in thought the violence which later 

will be done in practice.ò
219

   

The fascist crisis is a ñspecial case of paranoid delusion,ò which grew out of 

the increased objectification of thinking, producing what they refer to as the 

ñunconditional realism of civilized humanity, which culminates in fascism.ò  This type of 

thinking ñdepopulates natureò and eventually does the same for nations.
220

  Both a half-

educated social consciousness and an increasingly commodified culture contribute to this 

reification of consciousness.  As a result, ñthe self-reflection of the mind, which 

counteracts paranoia is disabled.ò
221

  The disabling of self-reflection within society 

finally results in a totalitarian phase of government in which ñthe system of delusion, as 

the ultima ratioò is imposed ñon the majority of the administered, who have already been 

softened up by big politics and the culture industry.ò
222

  

Furthermore, and very importantly, the erasure of reflective consciousness also 

leads to the liquidation of conscience.  They explain,  

Conscience consisted in the selfôs devotion to something substantial outside itself, in 
the ability to make the true concerns of others oneôs own.  This ability involves 
reflection as an interpenetration of receptivity and imagination.  Because the 
abolition of the independent economic subject by big industry . . . is irresistibly 
eroding the basis of moral decisions, reflection, too, must wither.  The soul, as the 
possibility of guilt aware of itself, decays.  Conscience is deprived of objects, since 

                                                 
 
It is noteworthy that they refer here to ñthe voice of conscience,ò seemingly treating it as normative. But, 
what is this voice of conscience on their view, and what accounts for its normativity? These questions are 
explored in chap. 5 below. 
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individualsô responsibility for themselves and their dependents is replacedð
although still under the old moral titleðby their mere performance for the 
apparatus.

223
 

Thus, pathic, paranoid individual subjects, robbed of individuality by being absorbed into 

mass culture by the culture industry, their reflective consciousness disabled, and their 

conscience eroded, finally seek to eradicate all idiosyncrasy wherever and in whatever 

form it may appear.   

 

Chosen by chance.  It is really an historical accident that the Jews become the 

targets of the powerful minority.  In the end, it is by chance that the dominating power, 

motivated by a ñdespairing self-preservationò selects the Jew as the target for projecting 

ñthe guilt for its terror.ò
224

  The intertwinement of enlightenment and power and its 

failure to emancipate the human mind would inevitably have led to violence and 

victimization of some people group.  But, historically it happened to be the Jews who 

took on the image of the defeated.
225

 

At this point, Adorno-Horkheimer reintroduce the antidote to enlightenment 

barbarism and anti-Semitismðreconciliation.  Moreover, they present a vision of 

reconciliation that is worth quoting at length:  

Reconciliation is Judaismôs highest concept, and expectation its whole meaning.  
The paranoid reaction stems from the incapacity for expectation.  The anti-Semites 
are realizing their negative absolute through power, by transforming the world into 
the hell they have always taken it to be.  A radical change would depend on whether 
the ruled, in face of absolute madness, could master themselves and hold the 
madness back.  Only the liberation of thought from power, the abolition of violence, 
could realize the idea which has been unrealized until now: that the Jew is a human 
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 They explain how it is the Jews who possessed the particular 
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survive only as long as the latter turn what they yearn for into an object of hate. They do so 
through pathic projection, since even hatred leads to union with the objectðin destruction. It is the 
negative of reconciliation. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 165. 
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being.  This would be a step away from the anti-Semitic society, which drives both 
Jews and others into sickness, and toward the human one.  Such a step would fulfill 
the fascist lie by contradicting it: the Jewish question would indeed prove the 
turning-point of history.  By conquering the sickness of the mind which flourishes 
on the rich soil of self-assertion unhampered by reflection, humanity would cease to 
be the universal antirace and become the species which, as nature, is more than mere 
nature, in that it is aware of its own image.  The individual and social emancipation 
from domination is the countermovement to false projection, and no longer would 
Jews seek, by resembling it, to appease the evil senselessly visited on them as on all 
the persecuted, whether animals or human beings.

226
 

Needless to say, Adorno-Horkheimer are not optimistic such reconciliation will be 

achieved given the power of the economic system and the culture industryôs control over 

human consciousness.  Such power and control perpetuate a major impediment to 

reconciliationðstereotyped thinking, and ñToday only that thinking is left.ò
227

  In the 

modern world, stereotyped thinking takes the form of people voting between totalities in 

the form of ticket voting.  They explain, ñThe anti-Semitic psychology has largely been 

replaced by mere acceptance of the whole fascist ticket.ò
228

  Anti-Semitism has moved 

from being a psychological impulse to becoming a plank in the party platform.
229

   

Negative Hope: Breaking through         

the Limits of Enlightenment?   

Finally, Adorno-Horkheimer conclude this essay with a glimmer of hope for 

enlightenment and the possibility of reconciliation.  Consistent with their paradoxical 
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 And thus, ñWhen the masses accept the reactionary ticket containing the clause against the 

Jews, they are obeying social mechanisms in which individual peopleôs experiences of Jews play no part.ò 
Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 166. This is due to the effects of mass production on social 
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subsumptionò (167). Interestingly, they explain, ñIn the age of the óthree hundred basic wordsô the ability to 
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posts? All the while, Adorno-Horkheimer continue, the powerful through the economic process and the 
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to the gas chambersò (167). 
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style, they find a loophole of sorts located within what is also the present source of 

despairðthe voting ticket.  They explain,  

 The tendency according to which anti-Semitism now exists only as one item on 
an interchangeable ticket gives irrefutable reason to hope for its end.  The Jews are 
being murdered at a time when the leaders could replace the anti-Semitic plank in 
their platform just as easily as their followers can be transplanted from one location 
of wholly rationalized production to another.

230
   

The fascist ticket is so vacuous, so mendacious in what it offers that the masses are 

capable of viewing it as a ñsubstitute for something better only by desperate effortsò on 

their part.  And here Adorno-Horkheimer find a wedge for truth, a negative truth at least, 

with which they conclude their essay:  

While it admits no truth by which it might be measured, its absurdity is so 
monstrous as to bring truth negatively within reach, so that it can be kept apart from 
those deprived of judgment only by their total abstention from thought.  
Enlightenment itself, having mastered itself and assumed its own power, could 
break through the limits of enlightenment.

231
 

So, what do Adorno-Horkheimer offer as a proposed solution for this tragic picture they 

have painted for their readers?  They seem to hold out a tenuous hope for their method of 

determinate negation based on human self-reflection and criticism of the oppressive 

forces of society.  Enlightenment could break through its own dialectic of enlightenment 

and myth.  This is central to their project of critical theory. 

Conclusion 

The goal of this chapter was to provide a clear presentation and explanation of 

some of the main ideas and arguments in Adorno-Horkheimerôs major work of 

philosophical, moral, and cultural criticism.  This also involved making connections 

between Dialectic, their other writings, and various secondary sources for further 

elucidation of Adorno-Horkheimerôs thought.  Thus, the previous chapter and the present 
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one have provided the groundwork for the more rigorous evaluation and critical 

comparative analysis to come in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 4 

ON RATIONALITY  

Introduction  

ñTo see through all things is the same as not to see.ò
1
 

ñBlindness encompasses everything because it comprehends nothing.ò
2
 

In the preceding two chapters, the aim was to provide a careful examination of 

the main ideas and arguments of Lewisô The Abolition of Man and Adorno-Horkheimerôs 

Dialectic of Enlightenment.  In this chapter, and the two to follow, the goal is twofold: 

first, to provide a comparative critical analysis of these two works along the lines of three 

major themes: rationality, morality, and culture; and second, to show that Lewis, given 

his Christian theological and philosophical foundations, provides the more cogent and 

coherent evaluation of the problems for Western civilization due to the excesses of 

Enlightenment rationalism.  Although the primary focus is on the authorsô views offered 

in Abolition and Dialectic, this investigation also draws upon many of their other 

writings, as well as the secondary literature, for further illumination of these two 

significant texts of twentieth-century criticism. 

Generally speaking, this chapter explores the authorsô views on reason and 

rationality as part of their philosophical critique of Enlightenment rationalism.  More 

specifically, it probes five key areas: (1) the problematic mythical nature of 

                                                 
 

1
 C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man: Reflections on Education with Special Reference to the 

Teaching of English in the Upper Forms of Schools, Riddell Memorial Lectures, 15th Series (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1944; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 81. Hereafter cited as Abolition. 
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 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical 

Fragments, Cultural Memory in the Present, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott 
(Amsterdam: Querido, 1947; repr., Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 141. Hereafter 
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Enlightenment reason and rationality, (2) the insurmountable problem of aporetic reason 

in Dialectic, (3) the nature and limits of human reason, and (4) the dialectical relationship 

between reason and imagination.   

The Myth of Enlightenment 

This section provides a critical discussion of the origins, nature, and excesses 

of Enlightenment rationalism, essentially explaining how and why, according to Lewis 

and Adorno-Horkheimer, the Enlightenment project has failed to liberate and emancipate 

humanity.  I explore their views related to the following five themes: enchantment and 

disenchantment, positivism and instrumental reason, reductionism and the subject-object 

distinction, and, finally, some examples of how Enlightenment indeed reverts to myth.   

From Enchantment to Disenchantment: 

The Abolition of Myth  

Of course, it is Max Weber who famously wrote of the ñdisenchantment of the 

worldò in his essay ñScience as Vocation.ò
3
  More recently, Peter Gay writes on the 

disenchanting effects of Enlightenment.  Gay writes, ñThe Enlightenment may be 

summed up in two words: criticism and power.ò  Interestingly, he refers to ñthe central 

argumentò of his work by the phrase ñthe dialectic of the Enlightenment.ò
4
  According to 

                                                 
 

3
 Max Weber, ñWissenschaft als Beruf,ò in Gesammetlte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre 

(1922; repr., Tubingen: Mohr 1968); or see the English translation Max Weber, ñScience as a Vocation,ò in 
From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1958). 
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 Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: The Rise of Paganism (New York: Knopf, 1966; repr., New 

York: W. W. Norton, 1977), xi. Commenting on his subtitle for the book: ñI see the philosophesô rebellion 
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dependent upon the paganism of classical antiquity, but it was also a modern paganism, emancipated from 
classical thought as much as from Christian dogma. The ancients taught the philosophes the uses of 
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original). The implications of Gayôs comments (though he would probably disagree) would be that the 
philosophesô divorce of criticism from the ancient principles of the Tao resulted in a power vacuum filled 
by the modern quest for power. 
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view that ñthere were many philosophes in the eighteenth century, but there was only one Enlightenmentò 
(3; emphasis added). However, many argue it is more accurate to speak of the Enlightenments (plural) 
rather than the Enlightenment (singular). See W. Andrew Hoffecker, ñEnlightenments and Awakenings: 
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Gay, the Enlightenment pursued a ña vastly ambitious program, a program of secularism, 

humanity, cosmopolitanism, and freedom, above all, freedom in its many formsð

freedom from arbitrary power, freedom of speech, freedom of trade, . . . freedom, in a 

word, of moral man to make his own way in the world.ò
5
  Moreover, once again sounding 

very similar to Adorno-Horkheimer, Gay further claims, ñIn fact, the historical writings 

of the Enlightenment were part of a comprehensive effort . . . to secure rational control of 

the world, reliable knowledge of the past, and freedom from the pervasive domination of 

myth.ò
6
   

Both Lewis and the critical theorists describe the Enlightenment as the growth 

and dominance of a materialistic or naturalistic metaphysic coupled with a scientistic or 

positivistic epistemology.  These metaphysical and epistemological developments (along 

with others moral and cultural) go hand in hand with the disenchantment of the world, 

which included the eradication of anything associated with magic, superstition, the 

supernatural, miracle, or, in a word, myth.
7
  As Gay explains, ñIn proclaiming the 

omnipotence of criticism, the philosophes called, at the same time, for a disenchanted 

universe, an end to myth.ò
8
  Such a move was considered the key to human emancipation 

(or freedom from) and liberation (or freedom to).  Gay further explains disenchantment 

meant ñAll things are equally subject to criticism.ò
9
  Given the philosophesô confidence 

                                                 
 
The Beginning of Modern Culture Wars,ò in Revolutions in Worldview: Understanding the Flow of 
Western Thought, ed. W. Andrew Hoffecker (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2007). 
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 Gay, Enlightenment, 3. 
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 Gay, Enlightenment, 36.  
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 Jong-Tae Lee writes, ñThe German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) famously contended 

that the movement of Western history could be understood as a progressive elimination of magic (Zauber) 
from the worldðthus his term óthe disenchantment of the worldô (die Entzauberung der Welt).ò Jong-Tae 
Lee, ñóInto the Region of Aweô: C. S. Lewis, Wonder and the Re-enchantment of the Worldò (PhD diss., 
Graduate Theological Union, 2015), 1, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 
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 Gay, Enlightenment, 145-46. Furthermore, Gay explains, ñTo be disenchanted is not to give 

way to jaded, supercilious skepticism, but to shift canons of proof and direction of worship. What is at 
work in the incredulity of the philosophes is . . . an expansion of the natural. The disenchanted universe of 
the Enlightenment is a natural universeò (148). 

9
 Gay, Enlightenment, 150; emphasis original. 
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in scientific empiricism and the scientific method, they believed this alone could provide 

human liberation or emancipation through the criticism of myth, superstition, religion, 

falsehood and a whole hosts of ills that plagued mankind.  Gay writes, ñIn short, the 

philosophes saw the Renaissance as the first act of a great drama in which the 

Enlightenment itself was the lastðthe great drama of the disenchantment of the European 

mind.ò
10

  Moreover, disenchantment meant substituting secularization for the 

sacralization of the world, causing many to write of ñthe spiritual crisis of modernity.ò
11

   

Positivism and Instrumental Reason 

One of the results of the disenchantment of the world is the rise of positivism, 

a position which Lewis and the critical theorists ardently oppose.
12

  Positivism restricts 

knowledge of reality to ñfactsò or what can be rationalized, quantified, and calculated by 

the human mind according to its rational schema.  Adorno-Horkheimer argue, ñIn the 

belief that without strict limitation to the observation of facts and the calculation of 

probabilities the cognitive mind would be overreceptive to charlatanism and superstition, 

that system is preparing arid ground for the greedy acceptance of charlatanism and 

superstition.ò
13

  In an uncanny parallel of language, Lewis expresses the same concern, 

when he writes, ñGaius and Titius may have honestly misunderstood the pressing 

educational need of the moment.  They see the world around them swayed by emotional 
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 Gay, Enlightenment, 279. Gay refers to the ñdisenchanted secular method of the 

Enlightenmentò (335; emphasis added). 
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Carnap, The Logical Structure of the World (1928) and The Logical Syntax of Language (1934). 
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propagandaðthey have learned from tradition that youth is sentimentalðand they 

conclude that the best thing they can do is to fortify the minds of young people against 

emotion.ò
14

 

Yet, despite its emphasis on reason over against emotion, positivism reduces 

objective or substantive reason to subjective or instrumental reason.
15

  Adorno-

Horkheimer claim this seeming ñtriumph of subjectivityò is ñbought with the obedient 

subordination of reason to what is immediately at hand.ò
16

  This is the opposite of what it 

is to ñgrasp existing things as such,ò instead of merely recording ñtheir abstract spatial-

temporal relationships, by which they can then be seized.ò  The thinking of existing 

things ñas mediated conceptual moments which are only fulfilled by revealing their 

social, historical, and human meaningðthis whole aspiration of knowledge is 

abandoned.ò
17

  For Adorno-Horkheimer, knowledge is not acquired through the 

subordination of reason to what is immediately at hand but through ñthe determining 

negation of whatever is directly at hand.ò
18

  By contrast, on positivism, truth (Wahrheit) 

is reduced to what can be defined in terms of rational calculation and classification.  But, 
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 Lewis, Abolition, 13. 
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following: the ñobjectification of mind,ò ñdominant reason,ò ñreification of thought,ò ñinstrumentalization 
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between substantive and instrumental rationality. He writes, ñóReasonô for a long period meant the activity 
of understanding and assimilating the eternal ideas which were to function as goals for men. Today, on the 
contrary, it is not only the business but the essential work of reason to find means for the goals one adopts 
at any given time.ò Max Horkheimer, Critique of Instrumental Reason, trans. Matthew J. OôDonnell et al., 
Radical Thinkers (New York: Seabury Press, 1974; repr., New York: Verso, 2013), foreword, para. 1, 
Kindle. Notice Horkheimer seems to acknowledge the problems associated with Enlightenment reason 
developed after reason was severed from the understanding of eternal ideas (as ends), which reduces reason 
to the role of establishing means to ends, or a means-ends rationality. Lewis also discusses this problem as 
a reduction of reason from intellectus and ratio to merely ratio (to be discussed further below). 
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 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 20. 

17
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this classifying knowledge is not ñthe knowledge which really apprehends the object.ò
19

 

The inevitable result of positivism with its reduction of human knowledge to a 

calculating reason is the stripping down of the world of objects to what can be 

rationalized by the human mind, or made to fit the rational schema.  Therefore, whatever 

is not, at least in principle, explicable in terms of human understanding is said to not 

exist.  One by one, the qualities of objects are reduced to measurable quantities, and these 

quantifications are even further reduced to nothing more than formal mathematical 

abstractionsðthus the loss of concrete existence, and a resulting antirealism, or the 

rejection of a theory-independent reality.
20

  This leads to the increased domination and 

subjugation of nature for human ends as well.  According to John Hughes, the method of 

positivism ñleads to ña ósecularizationô of the world by abolishing all qualities and 

substantive teleology,ò all for the primary goal of self-preservation, or preservation of the 

subject over against the object.
21

 

Hughes points out the intriguing connection between Adorno-Horkheimerôs 

Dialectic and theology, which reveals a parallel with Lewis, although Hughes does not 

mention the latter lay theologian. Nevertheless, Hughes writes, ñAt the most basic level, 

theology and the Frankfurt school share a common enemy in positivism, and the critique 

that Adorno, Horkheimer, and others offer can be helpful to theology in questioning the 

hegemony of scientific knowledge which excludes theology.ò
22

  Likewise, Adorno-

Horkheimer and Lewis make for interesting bedfellows in their shared critique of 

positivism. 
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Reductionism: Subject Is Object Is 

Subject Is Object Is . . . 

What is more, this positivistic process of reduction does not stop with the 

world of objects but is eventually extended to the rationalizing subject.  Adorno-

Horkheimer write, ñAbstraction, the instrument of enlightenment, stands in the same 

relationship to its objects as fate, whose concept it eradicates: as liquidation.ò
23

  Hence, 

the leveling rule of reason is abstraction, which results in the liquidation of the world of 

objects.  But, on positivism the subject is just one more object of nature.  Not only then is 

nature reduced to mere appearances, but the subject of the appearances is erased in the 

process as well.  Both the perceiver and the perceived are lost; the subject-object (or 

knower-known) distinction vanishes.  Accordingly, the disenchantment of the world, 

taking the forms of increased secularization and demythologization in its critique of 

reason, leads to the destruction of reason itself.  As Hughes explains, ñRational 

scepticism can no longer be held at the door to preserve the status quo, as Kant had done.  

The onslaught of demythologization is relentless . . . .  Reason itself cannot escape this 

demythologizing; the Enlightenmentôs quest for demystification becomes self-

destructive, exposing its own nature as just another myth.ò
24

 

Interestingly, Lewis, in multiple places, describes a problematic Enlightenment 

process similar to Adorno-Horkheimer, one which he agrees has a long history and 

involves the gradual and eventual subjectivising of the subject due to the deterioration of 
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the subject-object distinction.  In Abolition, he describes this as the tragic reversal of 

manôs conquest of nature into natureôs conquest of man.  Moreover, this results from the 

adoption of a ñnothing butò philosophy.  The world is nothing but appearances, the 

appearances are nothing but subjective qualities of the human mind, the human mind is 

nothing but the brain, the brain is nothing but a by-product of natural causes, the natural 

causes are nothing but the by-products of necessary and chance processes of nature.  

Since these processes are inherently nonrational, the reasoning subject is finally reduced 

to nothing but a complex bundle of nonrational processes of nature, which of course is 

only a subjective appearance.
25

     

In his English Literature, Lewis describes a substitution of one conception of 

the universe (ñgenial or animisticò) for another (ñmechanicalò) in which the world of the 

former is emptied of its contents.  The emptying process begins with indwelling spirits 

and continues all the way down to various qualia including ñcolors, smells, and tastes,ò 

anything that does not fit the rational schema of classification.  Everything the mind 

touches (ñrich like Midasò) becomes material for scientific calculation and 

objectification, and thus ñdead and cold.ò  The result is not a full-fledged materialism but 

a dualistic division between mind and matter.  In time, this process ensures ñthe loss of 

the old mythical imagination,ò which is replaced by ñthe personified abstraction.ò
26

  

                                                 
 

25
 See Lewis, Miracles: A Preliminary Study (New York: Macmillan, 1947; repr., with revision 

of chap. 3, London: Collins-Fontana Books, 1960; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 2001), especially 
chaps. 2-5. 

26
 C. S. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding Drama, The Oxford 

History of English Literature, vol. 3 (1954; repr., London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 3-4. 

Quite paradoxically, although Adorno-Horkheimer were committed materialists, they seem to 
hold in tension something like the dualistic conception Lewis describes here, rejecting both a dogmatic 
materialism and a dogmatic idealism in their view of the subject-object relation. Lewis understood this 
dualistic tension very well based upon his own experience. He once shared this conception in his pre-
conversion years. In his first published work, Spirits in Bondage: A Cycle of Lyrics, originally written 
under the pseudonym Clive Hamilton, he recites several poems representing a cosmic conflict between 
spirit and material existence, in which spirit (or mind) is presented as good and matter (nature) is evil. 
Many of these poetic depictions grew out of his horrific combat experiences while fighting in trench 
warfare during WWI. See C. S. Lewis, Spirits in Bondage: A Cycle of Lyrics, ed. Walter Hooper (London: 
William Hienemann, 1919; repr., San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984). For further discussion of 
this period of Lewisô life relating to his philosophical development, see Adam James Barkman, ñThe 
Philosophical Christianity of C. S. Lewis: Its Sources, Content and Formationò (PhD diss., Free University 
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Thus, Lewis describes a reductionism based on a process of abstraction very similar to 

Adorno-Horkheimer.  However, unlike Adorno-Horkheimer, Lewis considers the loss of 

the ñmythical imaginationò to be a real loss, the impetus for the reduction of the 

conception of the universe to nothing but an abstraction. 

In his essay ñThe Empty Universe,ò Lewis elaborates further on the emptying 

process.  Even more, he describes it as part and parcel of a ñmovement of thought which 

has been going on since the beginning of philosophy.ò
27

  This is similar to Adorno-

Horkheimerôs assessment that enlightenment reason did not begin with the historical 

period known as the Enlightenment, but rather its genealogical roots run deep in the 

history of the human subjectôs development.
28

  Here the emptying process is a ñsingle 

one-way progression,ò as items are taken from the world and transferred from the 

objectôs side (objective) to the subjectôs side (subjective) of the account.  As such, they 

are given a new classification made to fit the new systemization of knowledge.  They are 

ñclassified as our sensations, thoughts, images or emotions,ò all mental phenomena 

belonging to the subject.  But, this is at the expense of the object as it is continually 

stripped of its properties or qualities, even ñsolidity itself as solidity was originally 

imagined,ò leaving one to wonder what can actually be known of the object at all.  

Ironically, what is supposed to be an ñadvance of knowledgeò steadily reduces the object 

to something unknowable, even nonexistent.
29

   

                                                 
 
of Amsterdam, 2009), http://dare.ubvu.vu.nl/bitstream/handle/1871/13270/8622.pdf?sequence=5; later 
published as Adam Barkman, C. S. Lewis & Philosophy as a Way of Life: A Comprehensive Historical 
Examination of His Philosophical Thoughts (Allentown, PA: Zossima, 2009). 

27
 Lewis, ñThe Empty Universe,ò in Present Concerns: A Compelling Collection of Timely, 

Journalistic Essays, ed. Walter Hooper (London: Fount, 1986; repr., San Diego: Harcourt, 2002), 81. 

28
 See Joel Whitebook, ñThe Urgeschichte of Subjectivity Reconsidered,ò New German 

Critique no. 81 (2000): 125-41, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost; emphasis original. 

29
 Lewis, ñEmpty Universe,ò 81-82. Cf. Lewis: ñIt is a disastrous discovery . . . that we exist. I 

mean, it is disastrous when instead of merely attending to a rose we are forced to think of ourselves looking 
at the rose, with a certain type of mind and a certain type of eyes. It is disastrous because, if you are not 
very careful, the color of the rose gets attributed to our optic nerves and its scent to our noses, and in the 
end there is no rose left.ò C. S. Lewis, ñóBulverismô or, The Foundation of 20th Century Thought,ò in God 
in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics, ed. Walter Hooper (1970; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
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Yet, the situation worsens.  As the subject is ñgorged, inflated, at the expenseò 

of the object, instead of actual growth the subject is diminished in the process.  As soul, 

self, or mind is demythologized, the subject too is transferred over to the subjective side 

of the account!  Lewis writes,  

Animism, apparently, begins at home.  We, who have personified all other things, 
turn out to be ourselves mere personifications.  Man is indeed akin to the gods: that 
is, he is no less phantasmal than they. . . .  There never was a Subjective account 
into which we could transfer the items which the Object had lost.  There is no 
ñconsciousnessò to contain, as images or private experiences, all the lost gods, 
colors, and concepts.  Consciousness is ñnot the sort of noun that can be used that 
way.ò

30
 

Notice with the abolishing of the subject comes the elimination of any subjective account 

of the world.  Consciousness has been eliminated as another myth to be expunged.  Lewis 

further explains, ñAnd thus we arrive at a result uncommonly like zero.  While we were 

reducing the world to almost nothing we deceived ourselves with the fancy that all its lost 

qualities were being kept safe (if in a somewhat humbled condition) as óthings in our own 

mind.ô  Apparently we had no mind of the sort required.  The Subject is as empty as the 

Object.ò
31

   

Another description of this emptying process deserves mentioning.  This one 

comes from Lewisô later work titled The Discarded Image.  Here, Lewis describes the 

process variously as emptying or internalization.  He writes, ñTo understand this process 

fully would be to grasp that great movement of internalization, and that consequent 

                                                 
 
2002), 271. 

30
 Lewis, ñEmpty Universe,ò 81-82; emphasis original. Cf. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 

2-5 on ñthe extirpation of animism.ò 

31
 Lewis, ñEmpty Universe,ò 83. Leslie P. Fairfield explains, ñFor the modern analytical mind 

ends by analyzing and dismissing mind itself. By insisting on strict óobjectivity,ô by treating human beings 
merely as objects to be analyzed scientifically, the . . . scientist concludes that mind is only a by-product of 
matter. . . . The schizoid mentality of modernity ends in self-erasure. And Nature absorbs mind back into 
herself.ò Leslie P. Fairfield, ñFragmentation and Hope: The Healing of the Modern Schisms in That 
Hideous Strength,ò in The Pilgrimôs Guide: C. S. Lewis and the Art of Witness, ed. David Mills (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 153. Cf. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, 20-21 on the extirpation of the 
subject. 
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aggrandizement of man and desiccation of the outer universe.ò
32

  As in his earlier essay, 

Lewis describes an enlarging of the subject at the expense of the object.  Once again, 

although the process begins by an emptying of the world, it eventually leads to the 

emptying of the self.  He states, ñ[T]he subject himself is discounted as merely 

subjective; we only think that we think.  Having eaten up everything else, he eats himself 

up too. And where we ógo from thatô is a dark question.ò
33

  Also, like Adorno-

Horkheimer, Lewis acknowledges that this process makes up a large part of the 

ñpsychological history of the West.ò
34

 

And thus we arrive at the crucial point of Lewisô reductio ad absurdum 

arguments.  Any method of describing the universe that when followed out to its logical 

conclusion leads to the elimination of the self as a thinking subject cannot be seriously 

entertained as a correct or reasonable account.  Such an account becomes self-refuting in 

the end.  At the very least, it utterly undermines any rational basis for holding it.  In 

another essay, ñThe Poison of Subjectivism,ò Lewis concisely summarizes the problem: 

 After studying his environment man has begun to study himself.  Up to that 
point, he had assumed his own reason and through it seen all other things.  Now, his 
own reason has become the object: it is as if we took out our eyes to look at them.  
Thus studied, his own reason appears to him as the epiphenomenon which 
accompanies chemical or electrical events in a cortex which is itself the by-product 
of a blind evolutionary process.  His own logic, hitherto the king whom events in all 
possible worlds must obey, becomes merely subjective.  There is no reason for 
supposing that it yields truth.

35
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(1964; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 42. 

33
 Lewis, Discarded Image, 215. 

34
 Lewis, Discarded Image, 42. Furthermore, he describes this history as the ñgreat process of 

Internalizationò (215). Prior to the emptying process, the universe was thought or imagined to be teeming 
with life, will, energy, and intelligence, a world full of life and activity made up of objects amenable to 
human reason but not utterly reducible to it. Of course, Lewis was not calling for a return to the medieval 
model of the universe. See his ñEpilogue,ò Discarded Image, 216-23. But, he argues some such model is 
needed that will preserve the subject-object distinction as well as the possibility of truth and knowledge. 

35
 Lewis, ñThe Poison of Subjectivism,ò in Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper (London: 

Geoffrey Bles, 1967; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 72. On manôs beginning to study himself, 
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Descriptione Temporum,ò in Selected Literary Essays, ed. Walter Hooper (1969; repr., Cambridge: 
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This is reminiscent of Lewisô concluding words of Abolition where he describes the 

problem of seeing through all things being ñthe same as not to see.ò
36

  When the focus of 

scientific investigation was directed outward to the world, man took for granted the 

reliability and trustworthiness of his own cognitive and sensory faculties.  But, once 

reason itself became the object of investigation, like all other objects, it too was explained 

away in the process; it was ñseen throughò as one more myth to be dispelled.  Reason 

seen through in this way resulted in the loss of sight; there was nothing left to see.
37

   

Again, from Abolition, Lewis explains, 

The price of conquest is to treat a thing as mere Nature.  Every conquest over 
Nature increases her domain. . . .  But as soon as we take the final step of reducing 
our own species to the level of mere Nature, the whole process is stultified, for this 
time the being who stood to gain and the being who has been sacrificed are one and 
the same.  This is one of the many instances where to carry a principle to what 
seems its logical conclusion produces absurdity.

38
   

Thus, the Enlightenmentôs promise of emancipation and liberation turns out to be a myth, 

even worse a self-defeating absurdity in the end.  The staggeringly ironic and tragic result 

is not self-preservation but the sacrificial surrendering of self to Natureðthe liquidation 

or abolition of man.    

                                                 
 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), 7. 

36
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37
 Lewis, like Adorno-Horkheimer, draws out the practical implications of this philosophical 
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history of civilization is the history of the introversion of sacrifice. In other words: the history of 
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Modern Myths 

As part of their thesis, Adorno-Horkheimer describe at length how 

ñEnlightenment reverts to myth.ò  This is another important theme that Lewis and the 

critical theorists share.  Ironically, Enlightenment thinking, despite its goal of 

emancipation from myth, actually produces its own forms of mythical thinking, including 

the myth of the Enlightenment itself, the so-called Age of Reason, to be contrasted with 

the unenlightened Dark Ages steeped in superstition and myth.  Thus, Lewis and the 

critical theorists turn the tables per se on the Enlightenment by exposing its own mythical 

tendencies. 

 

The myth of Enlightenment.  In actuality, Gay explains, ñthe Enlightenment 

was not an Age of Reason but a revolt against Rationalism.ò  He further writes, 

This revolt took two closely related forms: it rejected the assertion that reason is the 
sole, or even the dominant, spring of action; and it denied that all mysteries in the 
world can be penetrated by inquiry.  The claim for the omnicompetence of criticism 
was in no way a claim for the omnipotence of reason.  It was a political demand for 
the right to question everything, rather than the assertion that all could be known or 
mastered by rationality.

39
 

Adorno-Horkheimer appear to share the Enlightenment view of the omnicompetence of 

criticism (hence their emphasis on determinate negation) and the rejection of the 

omnipotence of reason.  Yet, they are ambivalent regarding Enlightenment and 

enlightened thought.  For example, Hughes writes,  

Whereas most commentators saw totalitarianism and anti-Semitism as a departure 
from Liberal Enlightened reason, Adorno and Horkheimer argued that the truth is 
more dialectical: while they still affirmed that ñsocial freedom is inseparable from 
enlightened thought,ò they also concluded that the recent descent of modernity into 
mythology and destruction was not just an aberration but implicit in the very logic 
of Enlightenment itself.

40
 

In this case, Hughes further explains, the mythology involved is the Enlightenmentôs self-

assertion of the existence of a subject who is ñmythically separated from natureò and 
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 Gay, Enlightenment, 141. 

40
 Hughes, ñUnspeakable Utopia,ò 480-81; quoting Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic, xvi. 
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dominates her.  Enlightenment rationalism ñcannot simply be opposed to the mythologies 

from which it claimed to bring emancipationò because the view itself makes assertions 

about reality and the self that cannot be demonstrated to be true by appeals to reason, 

making such assertions the equivalent of myth.  Still, Adorno-Horkheimer do not 

abandon the Enlightenment for irrationalism, but instead argue for what amounts to a 

demythologizing of Enlightenment thought through greater self-reflection and self-

criticism.
41

 

Lewis warns of ñthe false groupings which our ex post facto judgments of 

óenlightenmentô and ósuperstitionô urge us to impose on the past.ò
42

  He agrees with 

Adorno-Horkheimer that what passes as enlightened versus mythical is not as neatly 

disentangled as some might think.  Enlightenment thinking is actually enmeshed with a 

good deal of superstition of its own.  For example, he claims that what drives modern 

views of reason and rationality is what he calls the modern myth of ñEvolutionismò or 

ñDevelopmentalism,ò which began in peoplesô imaginations rather than being based upon 

scientific evidence.
43
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43
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The myth of scientism.  Another myth (one that grows out of the belief in 

evolutionism) represents not only a grave philosophical error but a perversion of genuine 

scientific theory and practice as well.  Contrary to the attacks of some of Lewisô critics, 

Lewis was an ardent supporter of science properly understood and applied.  What he 

attacks in Abolition and elsewhere is not science, the scientific method, or scientists but a 

particular philosophical perspective or ideologyðscientism: ñthe belief that the supreme 

moral end of humankind is the perpetuation of our own species, and that this is to be 

pursued even if, in the process of being fitted for survival, our species has to be stripped 

of all those things for which we value it.ò
44

  Unfortunately, Lewis at times refers to 

science or applied science when his target is really scientism, which makes it seem as if 

he is anti-science.  But, a more than superficial reading of Lewis clearly shows this is not 

the case.   

In Abolition and elsewhere, Lewis explicitly states he does not seek to 

disparage science or to deny its many benefits for human society.  But, scientism, on the 

other hand, he argues is degenerate science and is detrimental to society along the same 

lines as positivism.
45

  In defense of Lewis against the charge of being anti-science, M. D. 

Aeschliman states that, in fact, Lewis ñreceived the kind of philosophical education at 

Oxford that enabled him to resist the two opposed temptations of óscience deifiedô and 

óscience defied.ôò
46

  He expresses Lewisô view of science as follows, 
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 Lewis knew that science was one of the great products and capacities of the 
human mind, but he insisted that it was a subset of reason and not simply equivalent 
to it.  Scientific reason, if accurate, was valid, but it was not the only valid kind of 
reasoning: noncontradiction, validity, truth, value, meaning, purpose, obligation 
were necessary presuppositions of the scientific method but not themselves 
scientific phenomena.

47
 

Furthermore, recall how both Lewis and the critical theorists reveal the close 

associations between magic and science.  In Abolition, Lewis describes science and 

magic as twins ñborn of the same impulse.ò  In addition, the ñprocess whereby man 

surrenders object after object, and finally himself, to Nature in return for power,ò he calls 

a ñmagicianôs bargain.ò  Moreover, separated from the ñówisdomô of earlier ages,ò both 

magic and applied science seek to subjugate nature to manôs desires and ends, which 

leads to the implementation of technique to the performance of despicable deeds.
48

  

Similarly, Adorno-Horkheimer also emphasize this kinship between magic and science.  

In science, they explain, the multiplicity of things and what affinities they may share are 

reduced to ñthe single relationship between the subject who confers meaning and the 
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meaningless object, between rational significance and its accidental bearer.ò
 49

  This 

parallels the magical thinking of the priestly magician or medicine man.  Moreover, both 

science and magic are chiefly concerned with ends or goals. Whereas magic pursues 

these ends through mimesis, science does so by creating a greater distance between the 

subject and the object.  Nevertheless, they both aim at exerting control over the world to 

accomplish their mutual ends.  And yet, science is capable of a form of world domination 

never dreamed of by the magician.  Moreover, the distancing of the subject from the 

world as object means a greater autonomy of thought (as opposed to mimesis) by the 

subject in relation to objects.  This further historical development of the ego ñwas a 

prerequisite for the replacement of the localized practices of the medicine man by all-

embracing industrial technology.ò
50

 

One can find numerous parallels between Lewis and Adorno-Horkheimer in 

their assessment of science and scientism throughout their works.  However, arguably 

Lewis offers a more balanced assessment overall.  For one, Adorno-Horkheimer fail to 

make a sufficient distinction between science and scientism.  In many places they speak 

as if the corrosive effects of Enlightenment rationality are so pervasive that science can 

no longer be legitimately or reliably pursued untainted by ideology.
51

  They tend to 

accentuate the abuses of scientific theory and practice, which result in forms of tyranny 
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and exploitation, but at the expense of a proper endorsement of the fruits of science, 

again, properly understood and applied.  By contrast, Lewis does not share such 

pessimistic conclusions regarding science.  He even holds out for the possibility that 

ñfrom Science herself the cure might come.ò
52

  Science and human rationality might be 

regenerated and actually applied to the due service of nature and humanity.  Lewis 

envisions the possibility of a ñnew Natural Philosophy,ò one that would maintain a clear 

subject-object distinction, not reducing the objects of reality to the mere rational 

abstractions of the human mind, but allowing for the subjectôs abstractions to be 

continually corrected by the object.
53

  In other words, this is simply to acknowledge the 

subjectôs analysis does not exhaust the nature of the object.  This speaks to the natural 

limitations of this regenerate science in its investigation of the world of objects and its 

claims to truth.  Room is thus left for explanation of these objects without explaining 

them away.
54

  Accordingly, humans would retain their Thou status rather than being 

reduced to mere its or objects of nature.  Human conquest of nature in the pursuit of 

knowledge could still be attained apart from the high cost of human nature in the process. 

Finally, for Lewis, science is both limited by and a subset of religion, not 

superior or opposed to it.  In Mere Christianity, Lewisô classic introduction to and 

defense of the Christian religion, he briefly addresses the relationship between religion 

and science.  Here he stresses that science is both ñuseful and necessary.ò  At the same 
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time, he seeks to set the record straight on what the ñjob of scienceò actually involves.  

Science is limited to experimentation and observation of natural phenomena by means of 

the methods and instruments of science.  Accordingly, science reaches a natural boundary 

when it comes to questions concerning why nature exists and what might exist, if 

anything, beyond it.  This line of questioning is simply outside the scope of science.  

Lewis does not argue that science has nothing to contribute to the discussion, but only 

that the statements concerning anything beyond nature are not strictly scientific 

statements, and, therefore, the matters involved cannot be settled on a purely scientific 

basis.
55

   

Not only then are religion and science not in any real conflict, the two go hand 

in hand.
56

  Ward explains Lewisô understanding of the relationship between science and 

religion as follows,   

Science, in Lewisôs lexicon, is a noble pursuit and part of the religious life, properly 
understood.  If religion (and specifically the Christian religion) is true, then it ñmust 
be cosmic,ò encompassing everything, including science.  Science therefore cannot 
be non-religious, though it might become irreligious, either through degenerating 
into scientism or through other possible corruptions.

57
 

Moreover, for Lewis, the proper religious view for providing the needed check to our 

scientific paradigms is Christianity: ñChristian theology can fit in science, art, morality, 

and the sub-Christian religions.  The scientific point of view cannot fit in any of these 

things, not even science itself.ò
58
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A Critical Error: T he Island of Aporia 

Adorno-Horkheimerôs critique of Enlightenment thought reveals a number of 

serious flaws with modern reason and its slide into instrumental rationality.  The central 

thrust of their argument is that Enlightenment rationality becomes self-destructive by 

reverting to the very thing it sought to eradicateðmyth.  However, ironically Adorno-

Horkheimerôs critique of rationality ultimately self-destructs, thus undermining their 

whole critical project.  This represents an irony in the history of philosophy that ranks 

with similar failures such as logical positivismôs verification principle (which makes the 

irony more staggering considering Adorno-Horkheimerôs vigorous critique of 

positivism). 

Habermasian Criticism   

Jürgen Habermas was Adornoôs former research assistant, as well as part of the 

second generation of critical theorists.  Today, he represents one of the leading 

spokesmen for critical theory in contemporary philosophy.  Nonetheless, in his essay 

ñThe Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Re-reading Dialectic of Enlightenment,ò 

he argues that Adorno-Horkheimerôs critique is self-defeating, which he summarizes as 

follows: ñReason, once instrumentalized, has become assimilated to power and has 

thereby given up its critical power . . . this is the final unmasking of a critique of ideology 

applied to itself.ò
59

  This egregious error involves a kind of castration of reason 
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reminiscent of Lewisô quip, ñWe castrate and bid the geldings be fruitful.ò
60

   

Recall Habermas refers to the Dialectic as Adorno-Horkheimerôs ñblackest, 

most nihilistic book,ò in which they sought to ñconceptualize the self-destructive process 

of Enlightenment.ò
61

  However, Habermas argues that, in actual fact, it is Adorno-

Horkheimerôs critique that becomes self-destructive, caught in an aporia of their own 

making.  Adorno-Horkheimer describe the aporetic nature of enlightenment reason 

noting, ñThe aporia which faced us in our work thus proved to be the first matter we had 

to investigate: the self-destruction of enlightenment.ò
62

  That said, they also discuss the 

petitio at the heart of their critique of enlightenment:  

We have no doubtðand herein lies our petitio principiiðthat freedom in society is 
inseparable from enlightenment thinking.  We believe we have perceived with equal 
clarity, however, that the very concept of that thinking, no less than the concrete 
historical forms, the institutions of society with which it is intertwined, already 
contain the germ of the regression which is taking place everywhere today.  If 
enlightenment does not assimilate reflection on this regressive moment, it seals its 
own fate.

63
    

Based on statements like these, Habermas argues Adorno-Horkheimerôs critical project 

self-implodes.  More fully, he explains why this is so:   

Horkheimer and Adorno therefore consider the basis of critique of ideology 
destroyed; and yet they want to hold on to the basic premise of Enlightenment.  So 
they take that which Enlightenment did to myth and turn it back onto the process of 
Enlightenment itself.  Critique becomes total: it turns against reason as the 
foundation of its own analysis.  The fact that the suspicion of ideology becomes 
total means that it opposes . . . rationality as such, thereby extending critique to the 
very foundations of an immanent critique of ideology.

64
 

According to Habermas, along with Nietzsche, Foucault, and others, Adorno-Horkheimer 

are guilty of engaging, more specifically, in a performative contradiction.  Regarding 
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Adorno-Horkheimerôs critique of ideology and the critical faculty, he explains how ñin 

performing the analysis it must make use of the same critique which it has declared false.  

It denounces the totalitarian development of Enlightenment with its own meansða 

performative contradiction of which Adorno was well aware.ò
65

  Thus, while Adorno-

Horkheimer undermine the validity of human rationality, they attempt to reason to this 

conclusion and persuade others do the same.  But, if their reasoning is correct, then 

reason is tainted, and its deliverances cannot be trusted, including the conclusions of their 

own critique.
66

 

Bulverism  

Decades before Habermasô scathing critique of Adorno-Horkheimerôs 

Dialectic, Lewis preempted this critical strategy, even inventing a term to describe any 

and all ideologies that seek to explain away the results of the reasoning process by 

attributing the process to other causes or motivations.  He coined the label ñBulverismò 

for this fallacy in an essay by the same title.
67

  Furthermore, Lewisô characterization of 
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this fallacy quite appropriately applies to Adorno-Horkheimerôs totalizing critique of 

rationality in Dialectic.   

 

Tainted at the source.  Lewis writes, ñWe have recently ódiscovered that we 

existô in two new senses.  The Freudians have discovered that we exist as bundles of 

complexes.  The Marxians have discovered that we exist as members of some economic 

class.ò
68

  It is noteworthy that Lewis develops this idea in the context of critiquing forms 

of reductionism in Marxist and Freudian ideologies, especially given the influence of 

both Marx and Freud on Adorno-Horkheimerôs views.  He goes on to say that according 

to the Freudians, peoplesô thoughts are ñpsychologically tainted at the sourceò and that 

the Marxists tell you peoplesô thoughts are ñóideologically taintedô at the source.ò
69

  The 

term tainted aptly describes Adorno-Horkheimerôs views of Enlightenment rationality, 

although Lewisô description is much more modest compared with Adorno-Horkheimerôs 

critique.
70

  Consequently, if Lewisô argument is successful in undercutting ideologies that 

accuse reason of being tainted, a fortiori it delivers a devastating blow to Adorno-

Horkheimerôs much more radical, totalizing critique of reason.   

Considering both Freudian and Marxian indictments of tainted thoughts, Lewis 

says this raises two important questions that ought to be asked of the person making such 

a charge: ñThe first is, Are all thoughts thus tainted at the source, or only some?  The 

second is, Does the taint invalidate the tainted thoughtðin the sense of making it 

untrueðor not?ò
71

  He explains the implications of the possible responses to these 

                                                 
 

the Twentieth Century (273; emphasis original). 

68
 Lewis, ñBulverism,ò 271. 

69
 Lewis, ñBulverism,ò 271-72. 

70
 In fact, Adorno-Horkheimer use the same if not similar language at times. Cf. Adorno 

speaking of a ñrationality tainted with irrationalityò in Theodor Adorno: Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. 
Ashton, 2nd ed. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1966; repr., New York: Continuum, 1995), 383; emphasis 
added. 

71
 Lewis, ñBulverism,ò 272; emphasis original. 



   

160 

questions: 

If they say that all thoughts are thus tainted, then, of course, we must remind them 
that Freudianism and Marxism are as much systems of thought as Christian theology 
or philosophical idealism.  The Freudian and the Marxian are in the same boat with 
all the rest of us, and cannot criticize us from the outside.  They have sawn off the 
branch they were sitting on.  If, on the other hand, they say that the taint need not 
invalidate their thinking, then neither need it invalidate ours.  In which case they 
have saved their own branch, but also saved ours along with it.

72
 

Thus, either answer dooms the accuserôs accusation, emasculating it as a form of 

criticism.  On the one hand, to accuse all thoughts of being tainted invalidates the 

accuserôs position as much as the one they accuse.  On the other hand, if they permit their 

own position to be exempt from the taint, then neither their thinking nor their opponentôs 

is invalidated.  Either way their argument is self-abortive.  The only recourse they have is 

to hold out that some thoughts are tainted while others are not.  But, this raises the crucial 

problem of determining which thoughts are free from corruption.  It was a common 

strategy then, as it is now, to seek to question a personôs ideas by speculating about their 

motives, biases, wishes, etc.  If one can demonstrate that their opponent wishes or desires 

the conclusion of their argument to be true, then this presumably calls into question the 

truth of their conclusion.  However, as Lewis explains,   

It is no earthly use saying that those are tainted which agree with the secret wishes 
of the thinker.  Some of the things I should like to believe must in fact be true; it is 
impossible to arrange a universe which contradicts everyoneôs wishes, in every 
respect, at every moment. . . .  It is the same with all thinking and all systems of 
thought.  If you try to find out which are tainted by speculating about the wishes of 
the thinkers, you are merely making a fool of yourself.

73
   

According to Lewis, one must first assess the opponentôs arguments for logical 

validity or invalidity.  Only then can one ñgo on and discover the psychological causes of 
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the error.ò
74

  This approach sharply contrasts with the modern method.  He writes, ñIn 

other words, you must show that a man is wrong before you start explaining why he is 

wrong.  The modern method is to assume without discussion that he is wrong and then 

distract his attention from this (the only real issue) by busily explaining how he became 

so silly.ò
75

   

For Lewis, this is a serious matter for the very validity of human reason and 

rationality is at stake.  Bulverism effectively discredits the reasoning process, 

undermining all possibility of a valid critical judgment.  At the same time, whoever 

wields this sword inevitably falls on it too.  This is important to understand in order to 

restore human reason to its privileged position and crush the Bulverizing tendency of 

modern forms of criticism (like Adorno-Horkheimerôs).  Lewis explains,  

Until Bulverism is crushed, reason can play no effective part in human affairs.  Each 
side snatches it early as a weapon against the other; but between the two reason 
itself is discredited.  And why should reason not be discredited? . . .  The forces 
discrediting reason, themselves depend on reasoning.  You must reason even to 
Bulverize.  You are trying to prove that all proofs are invalid.  If you fail, you fail.  
If you succeed, then you fail even moreðfor the proof that all proofs are invalid 
must be invalid itself.

76
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Therefore, any view which seeks to expose human reason as tainted or 

discredited, whether in part or whole, cannot itself be immune from its own critique.  For 

the criticism itself is a product of reasoning.  Likewise, Adorno-Horkheimerôs argument 

attempts to Bulverize by providing reasons for doubting the deliberations of our rational 

faculties due to the reification of thought and the instrumentalization of reason.  Whether 

their critique of rationality succeeds or fails, it ultimately fails, since ñthe proof that all 

proofs are invalid must be invalid itself.ò  Besides, Adorno-Horkheimer have not left 

themselves any untainted ground upon which to stand to launch their critique of 

rationality.  Either Adorno-Horkheimer reason that reason is defunct, or they reason that 

their own reason is exempt from the defunct reason.  Either way, they depend upon 

reasoning in the end, and this shows they cannot escape reason as a first principle.   

 

Totally tainted critique.   Even worse, the problem could not be more 

devastating for the critical theorists.  Recall Habermasô criticism of Adorno-Horkheimer; 

their critique is a ñtotalizing critique.ò  They vigorously argue that Enlightenment 

rationalism, with its increasing tendencies towards reification, inevitably produces a 

defunct rationality, one that is not merely tainted but utterly spoiled.  For example, they 

proclaim, ñBlindness encompasses everything because it comprehends nothing.ò
77

  They 

describe the defects of reason in a way that seems to make it entirely corrupt and thus 

unreliable and untrustworthy.  Consequently, Adorno-Horkheimerôs own critical 
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theorizing is not immune to ñthe decay of the substantive reason,ò which they claim was 

brought about by the excesses of Enlightenment rationalism.
78

   

Habermas argues that their critique of rationality does not just narrowly expose 

an inconsistency in the Enlightenmentôs use of terms or concepts, or a fallacy in some 

central argument in support of Enlightenment rationalism, rather it extends to the 

ñfoundation of its own analysisò and ñthe very foundations of an immanent critique of 

ideology.ò  Fittingly, Lewisô subtitle of his essay refers to the ñFoundation of Twentieth 

Century Thought.ò  Both the earlier Lewis and the later Habermas show how arguments 

like Adorno-Horkheimerôs have an insuperable problem at the very foundation of their 

critique.  However, Lewis could extend this criticism further than Habermas to include 

not only Adorno-Horkheimerôs strategy but any and all Freudian, Marxist, materialist, 

naturalist, and other theories (even Habermasô contemporary version of critical theory) 

lacking a transcendent ground of reason and rationality.
79

   

According to Lewis, given the magnitude of the problem for Bulverists, the 

options are either ñsheer self-contradicting idiocy or else some tenacious belief in our 

power of reasoning, held in the teeth of all the evidence that Bulverists can bring for a 
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ótaintô in this or that human reasoner.ò
80

  For Adorno-Horkheimer, it is not just a taint in 

this or that individual human reasoner, or isolated social group, or even particular corrupt 

ideologies like Nazism, but something inherent to human reasoning.  And yet, despite 

their totalizing critique of reason, they persist in their tenacious commitment to the basic 

premise of Enlightenment thought, faith in the power of reasoning, in spite of their own 

devastating critique.
81

  According to Habermas, Adorno-Horkheimer basically gave up on 

any hope for resolving the inconsistency in their argument.  Speaking specifically of the 

later Adorno, Habermas writes,  

Adornoôs later work, especially his Negative Dialectics, reads like an explanation of 
why we should no longer attempt to resolve this unavoidable performative 
contradiction . . . .  In the 25 years since the completion of the Dialectic of 
Enlightenment Adorno has remained faithful to his philosophical impulse and has 
not evaded the paradoxical structure of thinking engaged in totalized critique.  The 
grandeur of this consistency becomes evident in a comparison with Nietzsche whose 
Genealogy of Morals was the great model of Dialectic of Enlightenment.

82
 

Thus, Adorno-Horkheimer remained committed to giving reason a role to play 

in critique rather than abandoning it altogether.  As the title of Adornoôs later work 

Negative Dialectics suggests, the only legitimate role left for the critical faculty was that 

of determinate negation, ñthat procedure which Horkheimer and Adorno retain as the 

only valid methodology once reason itself has become unreliable.ò
83

  But, as Habermas 
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determinate negation, thereby opposing that fusion of reason and power which fills in all the cracks 
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observes, ñNietzscheôs treatment of the critique of reason renders it so affirmative that 

even determinate negation . . .  loses its sting.  Nietzscheôs critique consumes the critical 

impulse itself.ò
84

  Arguably, the same can be said of Adorno-Horkheimerôs ñtotalizing, 

self-referential critique.ò  Habermas agrees and declares, ñif they do not want to give up 

the goal of an ultimate unmasking and want to carry on their critique, then they must 

preserve at least one standard for their explanation of the corruption of all reasonable 

standards.ò
85

  Apart from such a standard, critical theory, as represented in Dialectic, 

becomes groundless and self-refuting.  It falls on its own sword.  Or, as Lewis might say, 

it becomes Bulverized.   

 

The grounding problem.  Unlike Adorno-Horkheimer, Habermas was not 

content to ignore or suppress the performative contradiction in their watershed work on 

critical theory.  Having reread and reassessed the Dialectic, Habermas later developed a 

revised version of critical theory, which, unlike Adorno-Horkheimerôs version, is not so 

despairing and disparaging of the critical faculty.  Habermas writes,   

 If a position which philosophy once held occupied with its ultimate principles 
now leads to a paradox, then to hold this position is not only uncomfortable, but can 
only be done if one can plausibly demonstrate that there is no way out.  Even the 
retreat from such an aporia must be barred because otherwise there is a way outð
that is, to go back.  In the issue here at hand, however, I believe that this latter 
alternative is possible.

86
  

Habermas sees a way out of the aporia in his theory of communicative 

rationality.
87

  Nevertheless, the fundamental problem for both the early and later critical 

                                                 
 

(29).  

See Adorno, Negative Dialectics, for an extensive example of his practice of determinate negation.  
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 Habermas, ñEntwinement,ò 28; emphasis original. 
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theorists is their failure to provide a transcendent, normative standard for a substantive 

reason capable of overcoming the disenchantment of the world resulting from 

Enlightenment rationalism.  In other words, they have a grounding (Letztbegründungen) 

problem for human reason and rationality.  What is needed is a solid ground for the 

validity of reason, one capable of adjudicating between tainted and untainted acts of 

reasoning, and one free of materialistic, deterministic, and nonrational causation.  Critical 

theory, in all of its forms, is essentially a developmental, evolutionary, rationality-from-

below approach.
88

  But, it would seem any such view inevitably stumbles into the same 

reifying, totalizing, and hence, Bulverizing trap that Lewis describes (i.e., reverts to 

destructive forms of mythical thinking, as Adorno-Horkheimer depict).  However, Lewis 

offers a much more promising solution with his rationality-from-above approach, to be 

discussed in the following section. 

Reason within the Limits of Religion Alone:            

Lewis on the Nature of Reason and Rationality 

Lewis provides a defense of objective reason and rationality in Abolition, but 

he does not say much about the nature of reason, reasonôs connection to religion, and, 

more specifically, the relationship between reason and Christianity, all of which are taken 
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for granted in his book.  But, to fully grasp and appreciate Lewisô respect for and faith in 

reason, one must turn to his other writings, which both provide the background to and 

further extend his argument in Abolition.  Moreover, as Lewis shows in the latter, the key 

to moving forward is going backward.  Similar to Habermas, Lewis writes that, upon 

realizing a mistake, ñGoing back is the quickest way on.ò
89

  Unfortunately for Adorno-

Horkheimer, Habermas, and other critical theorists, Lewisô arguments reveal that they fail 

to go back far enough for a solution.  The answer is not to be found in Enlightenment 

rationality or modern categories of thought, but in certain elements of the pre-modern, 

ancient, and medieval worldview.  Here we find the needed resources, drawing upon the 

best of Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian thought forms, for the genuine emancipation 

and liberation of humanity.   

Although not often recognized outside of the evangelical Christian community, 

Lewis is one of the leading champions of reason in the twentieth century.  Brian Murphy 

professes, ñFor no other modern writer has had so thorough, so complete, so personal a 

belief in Reason itself.  The a priori validity of Reason is, of course, one of Lewisôs 

principle themes.ò
90

  Lewis surpasses Adorno-Horkheimer in his critique because he can 

account for a substantive reason in his worldview, making possible a valid critique of 

Enlightenment rationality as well as other destructive forms of ideology.
91

  As previously 
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stated, if Adorno-Horkheimer ñwant to carry on their critique, then they must preserve at 

least one standard for their explanation of the corruption of all reasonable standards.ò
92

  

Lewis recognizes the necessity and inescapability of some rational foundation for 

criticism.  Moreover, this foundation must be transcendent and thus transhistorical, 

transcultural, transpolitical, etc., if it is to escape the taint of ideology.  More precisely, 

Lewis understands the need for self-evident principles of reason, the requisite criteria for 

any normative critique.  Still more, according to Lewis, the validity of human reason 

ultimately depends upon human consciousness (ñI amò), reason, and rationality being an 

extension of an ontological, transcendent consciousness (ñI AMò), a self-existent, eternal, 

divine Reasonðthe mind of God.
93

     

Authority, Reason, and Experience 

Lewis concisely summarizes his common-sense epistemology in a single 

statement: ñAuthority, reason, experience; on these three, mixed in varying proportions 

all our knowledge depends.ò
94

  Modernism began with the exaltation of reason and 

experience and the abandonment of authority, taking for granted the existence of at least 

some self-evident principles and the reliability of our cognitive and sensory faculties.  Of 
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course, this all changed with the skeptical assaults on reason from Hume and the 

humbling of reason in the writings of Kant.  Subsequently, the Enlightenment tradition 

eventually severed human reason from any transcendent basis or source.  Taking up the 

mantle of Nietzsche, Adorno-Horkheimerôs critique of Enlightenment rationality has the 

unsettling result of jettisoning reason as tainted, while unreasonably reasoning to the 

point of self-refutation.  Given their critique of reason coupled with their disdain for 

authority, they ultimately reduce Lewisô epistemological triad to a single elementð

experience.  However, on their view, experience is completely historically, socially, and 

culturally conditioned and thus utterly subjective, paving the way for later developments 

in postmodernism.
95

  By contrast, Lewis argues for the necessity and integration of all 

three elements of authority, reason, and experience for the very possibility of human 

knowledge and rationalityðand thus any legitimate or viable critique. 

 

On reason.  In his work delineating the medieval model of the universe, titled 

The Discarded Image, Lewis carefully distinguishes between the medieval and modern 

senses of dialectic:  

(1) óDialecticô in the modern Marxist sense is here a red herringðHegelian in 
origin.  It must be completely set aside when we speak of ancient or medieval 
Dialectic.  This means simply the art of disputation.  It has nothing to do with the 
dynamic of history. 

(2) Dialectic is concerned with proving.  In the Middle Ages there are three kinds of 
proof; from Reason, from Authority, and from Experience.  We establish 
geometrical truth by Reason; a historical truth, by Authority, by auctours.  We learn 
by experience that oysters do or do not agree with us.

96
 

Whereas Adorno-Horkheimer, drawing on the philosophical traditions of Hegel, Marx, 
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and Nietzsche, confine dialectic and human rationality to the dynamic of history and 

various socio-historical conditions, Lewis draws upon ancient, classical, and medieval 

sources, especially the Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian traditions, for an alternative 

understanding of reason.  The latter view came to flower in the Middle Ages with its 

triadic epistemological emphasis on reason, experience, and authority.  For Lewis this 

represents a broader, holistic, and more promising form of dialectic. 

Before exploring this view further, it is noteworthy that Lewis describes a 

highly problematic change in the meaning of the word reason that began in the eighteenth 

century.  This change involved a narrowing or shrinking of reason, which parallels the 

reductionism described above relating to the human subject.  He writes, ñFrom meaning . 

. . the whole Rational Soul, both intellectus and ratio, it shrank to meaning merely óthe 

power by which man deduces one proposition from another.ôò
97

  The pre-modern view 

included both intellectus and ratio, or higher and lower reason, respectively.  On the 

difference between the two, and the need for both cognitive faculties, Lewis further 

explains, ñWe are enjoying intellectus when we ójust seeô a self-evident truth; we are 

exercising ratio when we proceed step by step to prove a truth which is not self-

evident.ò
98

  Accordingly, intellectus represents what is given, something you ñjust see,ò 

that which one reasons from; while ratio represents the forms of deductive and inductive 

reasoning, or the processes by which one reasons to a conclusion.  But, from the 

eighteenth century onwards, reason was reduced to ratio, while intellectus was subject to 

a demand for justification.  For Lewis, this change in the meaning of reason is significant 

for all knowledge ultimately depends on some things being simply ñseenò or understood 
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as self-evident truths.  In the absence of self-evident truths, the only alternative is to 

require that everything be proven true.  But, Lewis explains, this ñwould presumably be 

impossible; for nothing can be proved if nothing is self-evident.ò
99

  The process of 

proving would lead to an infinite regress of justification in which nothing could be 

proven, thus undercutting ratio altogether.  Hence, all human judgments, any valid 

critique, finally depend upon the foundation of self-evident, first principles of reason.  

This is crucial for understanding Lewisô emphasis on the role of reason in Abolition, 

where he appeals to self-evident principles which must be simply ñseen.ò 

Not surprisingly, Adorno-Horkheimer, along with other critical theorists, take 

for granted these principles in their reasoning and argumentation, despite being 

adamantly anti-foundationalist in their epistemology.  Yet, they fail to account for these 

principles as anything more than dialectical (in the modern sense), heuristic devices that 

have developed over time through the historical process.  However, the cutting off of 

intellectus means the reduction of ratio to mere instrumental reason, or means-ends 

rationality.  This is a problem both for Enlightenment rationalism and Adorno-

Horkheimer given critical theoryôs lack of a basis for a substantive reason, thus 

warranting the seemingly intractable charge that critical theoryôs reason is not substantive 

or substantial, valid or veridical.  Critical theory is incapable of extricating itself from 

mere speculative theorizing about reality instead of producing what Lewis calls a 

ñgenuineò or ñreal insightò into reality.  This is apparent in Adorno-Horkheimerôs 

emphasis on determinate negation or negative dialectic.  The skeptical result is that what 

might be called a rationality-from-below approach is seriously undermined or 

problematized (to borrow a term from the critical theory vernacular). 

Lewis sees the way out of this epistemological predicament in simply 

conceding that human reason has the capacity for apprehending, though not proving, self-
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evident truths, including necessary truths, intellectual and moral, theoretical and 

practical.
100

  These truths have a substantive and objective existence independent of the 

human mind, though they are subjectively ñseenò or ñgraspedò by the human subject.  

They are discovered and understood, not invented or produced.  Furthermore, their 

discovery provides the needed bridge for the problematic gap in the subject-object 

relationship.  Self-evident truths are not reason themselves but are about the objects 

apprehended by the rational subject via reason.
101

  Thus, Lewis distinguishes reason from 

truth and reality.  He maintains, ñtruth is always about something, but reality is that 

about which truth is.ò
102

  Accordingly, reason is the faculty which apprehends truth about 

reality, thus producing knowledge.  These distinctions are preconditions for rationality, 

which make possible the forming of critical judgments, such as positive and negative 

critiques.
103

 

Thus, for Lewis there is an a priori validity and irreducibility of reason that 
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must be acknowledged from the outset before even the possibility of critique.  Again, to 

ñsee through all things is the same as not to see.ò  To demand reason prove itself can be 

met only one of two ways: by reason or sense experience.  However, to use reason to 

validate the use of reason is viciously circular, and experience alone is not sufficient to 

demonstrate the validity of reason since all beliefs based on experience depend upon 

rational inferences.
104

  Therefore, Lewis explains, 

 All possible knowledge, then, depends on the validity of reasoning.  If the 
feeling of certainty which we express by words like must be and therefore and since 
is a real perception of how things outside our minds really ñmustò be, well and 
good.  But if this certainty is merely a feeling in our own minds and not a genuine 
insight into realities beyond themðif it merely represents the way our minds 
happen to workðthen we can have no knowledge.

105
   

Furthermore, Lewis concludes, 

 It follows that no account of the universe can be true unless that account leaves 
it possible for our thinking to be a real insight.  A theory which explained 
everything else in the whole universe but which made it impossible to believe that 
our thinking was valid, would be utterly out of court.  For that theory would itself 
have been reached by thinking, and if thinking is not valid that theory would, of 
course, be itself demolished.  It would have destroyed its own credentials.  It would 
be an argument which proved that no argument was soundða proof that there are 
no such things as proofsðwhich is nonsense.

106
   

Accordingly, a theory is needed that supports our reasoning as being what Lewis calls ña 

real insight,ò in other words, a theory which accounts for the possibility of valid and 
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sound acts of thinking.   

Lewis goes on to discuss the nature of thinking.  He explains, ñActs of thinking 

are no doubt events; but they are a very special sort of events.  They are óaboutô 

something other than themselves and can be true or false.  Events in general are not 

óaboutô anything and cannot be true or false.ò
107

  That is to say, acts of thinking possess 

intentionality, meaning they intend, are directed at, are about objects beyond themselves.  

Accordingly, they possess both subjective and objective aspects; they are internal to the 

subject but outwardly directed toward objects.
108

  Both aspects of thought are required for 

the possibility of a ñreal insightò into reality, making knowledge possible.  Concerning 

the objects of knowledge, Lewis explains, ñAn act of knowing must be determined, in a 

sense, solely by what is known; we must know it to be thus solely because it is thus.  That 

is what knowing means.ò
109

  Adorno-Horkheimer would agree.  Recall they write that 

classifying knowledge is not ñthe knowledge which really apprehends the object.ò  This 

is the opposite of what it is to ñgrasp existing things as suchò or what they term the 

preponderance of the object.
110

  However, despite this emphasis, their negative approach 

reduces acts of thinking to purely subjective events of the mind, objective reality being 

unattainable and unknowable.  Positive knowledge claims about objects of the world 

represent examples of the reification of thought or identity thinking, mistaking oneôs 

concepts or words for the things themselves.
111

   By contrast, Lewis writes,   
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The act of knowing has no doubt various conditions, without which it could not 
occur: attention, and the states of will and health which this presupposes.  But its 
positive character must be determined by the truth it knows.  If it were totally 
explicable from other sources it would cease to be knowledge. . . .  If what seems an 
act of knowledge is partially explicable from other sources, then the knowing 
(properly so called) in it is just what they leave over, just what demands, for its 
explanation, the thing known, as real hearing is what is left after you have 
discounted the tinnitus.  Any thing which professes to explain our reasoning fully 
without introducing an act of knowing thus solely determined by what is known, is 
really a theory that there is no reasoning.

112
   

He acknowledges acts of thinking or knowing are conditioned by a variety of factors.  

But, there is a crucial difference between acknowledging the presence of conditions 

without which an act of knowing does not occur and claiming that acts of knowing are 

completely historically and socially conditioned as Adorno-Horkheimer suggest.
113

  Also, 

notice how Lewis describes an act of knowledge in similar terms to Adorno-

Horkheimerôs account of determinate negation or negative dialectic.  Knowledge pertains 

to what is left over of the thing known once any subjectively superimposed elements have 

been abstracted or eliminated from the knowing process.  A genuine act of knowing must 

be ñsolely determined by what is known,ò meaning the object.  Anything short of this is 

ñreally a theory that there is no reasoning,ò which is exactly what critical theory amounts 
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remotely tend to do so. The relation between response and stimulus is utterly different from that 
between knowledge and the truth known. . . . Such perfection of the non-rational responses, far from 
amounting to their conversion into valid inferences, might be conceived as a different method of 
achieving survivalðan alternative to reason (28-29).   

Recall Adorno-Horkheimerôs account of the subjective awakening of Odysseus and his use of cunning 
reason for survival or self-preservation. Lewis argues such an explanation of the evolutionary development 
of conscious reason can only account for ñhow people came to think the way they do. And this of course 
leaves in the air the quite different question of how they could possibly be justified in so thinkingò (32). 
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to in the end. 

Finally, Lewis exposes the fundamental error of all theories that would attempt 

to use reason to establish the validity of reason, whether through some historical 

(Hegelian), genealogical (Nietzschean), or evolutionary (Darwinian) process of 

phenomenological development, in which rationality comes from what is nonrational.  He 

writes,  

Inference itself is on trial. . . .  If the value of our reasoning is in doubt, you cannot 
try to establish it by reasoning.  If, as I said above, a proof that there are no proofs is 
nonsensical, so is a proof that there are proofs.  Reason is our starting point.  There 
can be no question either of attacking or defending it.  If by treating it as a mere 
phenomenon you put yourself outside it, there is then no way, except by begging the 
question, of getting inside again.

114
 

Reason is our starting point, Lewis insists.  If we do not begin with reason, we can never 

get to reason.  Thus, theories that make validity claims cannot be limited to mere 

descriptions of physical facts, scientific structures, or socio-historical conditions.  This is 

exactly the position Lewis maintains regarding the self-evident, or first principles of 

reason in Abolition.  

 

On experience.  The next major component of Lewisô epistemological triad is 

the role of experience.  First, according to Lewis, experience cannot demonstrate the 

validity of reason, and experience alone is not an adequate basis for knowledge.  Contrary 

to popular opinion, ñSeeing is not believingò and ñour senses are not infallible.ò
115

  

Significantly, Lewis avows, ñWhat we learn from experience depends on the kind of 

philosophy we bring to experience.ò
116

  Nevertheless, for Lewis, experience plays an 

indispensable role in the knowing process, especially as it relates to our interaction with 
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the external world of objects: ñReason knows that she cannot work without materials.ò
117

  

In Lewisô essay, ñBluspels and Flalansferes,ò he explains how the value of 

experience for knowledge depends upon what he describes as a ñpsycho-physical 

parallelism.ò  He writes, ñif there is not, in fact, a kind of psycho-physical parallelism (or 

more) in the universeðthen all our thinking is nonsensical. . . .  And so, admittedly, the 

view I have taken has metaphysical implications.  But so has every view.ò
118

  This 

psycho-physical parallelism is the sine qua non of experiential knowledge.  Experience, 

coupled with self-evident truths, enables human beings to make valid judgments about 

the external world based upon rational inference.  Whereas experiential knowledge 

depends upon both intellectus and ratio for its judgments, sensory experience provides 

the empirical content for the cognitive faculties to judge.  Accordingly, a parallelism 

between subject and object is necessary for the possibility of mediated knowledge via 

oneôs sensory faculties and the world of experience. 

Adorno-Horkheimer are very critical of what they call the ñphysiological 

theory of perception,ò which ñholds the world of perception to be a reflection, guided by 

the intellect, of the data received from real objects by the brain.ò
119

  On their view, this 

theory should be rejected because it leads to false projection, the ñsubject recreates the 

world outside itò by projecting subjective qualities onto it.  And yet, they appear to 

recognize the need for something like Lewisô psycho-physical parallelism, which they 

describe in terms of the ñintermeshing of subject and object.ò  They write,  

If this intermeshing is broken, the self petrifies.  If it is confined, positivistically, to 
registering the given without itself giving, it shrinks to a point, and if, idealistically, 
it projects the world out of the bottomless origin or its own self, it exhausts itself in 
monotonous repetition.  In both cases it gives up the ghostðin this case the mind or 
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spirit.
120

   

The answer they seek is the mediation between the subject and object, which attempts 

reconciliation between the two.  They explain, 

Only mediation, in which the insignificant sense datum raises thought to the fullest 
productivity of which it is capable, and in which, conversely, thought gives itself up 
without reservation to the overwhelming impressionðonly mediation can overcome 
the isolation which ails the whole of nature.  Neither the certainty untroubled by 
thought, nor the preconceptual unity of perception and object, but only their self-
reflective antithesis contains the possibility of reconciliation.  The antithesis is 
perceived in the subject, which has the external world within its own consciousness 
and yet recognizes it as other.  Reflection on that antithesis, therefore, the life of 
reason, takes place as conscious projection.

121
 

Notice their rejection of any ñpreconceptual unity of perception and object,ò 

which seems similar to Lewisô psycho-physical parallelism.  They fear such unity results 

in identity thinking; hence, thought and object must remain in an antithetical relationship.  

But, how does their proposal of ñself-reflective antithesisò escape the problem of false 

projection?  They offer the explanation that, to avoid the seductive, sensual power of the 

false projection of subjective elements onto the object, ñOnly the self-conscious work of 

thought . . . philosophy . . . can escape this hallucinatory power. As, in the course of 

cognition, thought identifies the conceptual moments which are immediately posited in 

perception and are therefore compelling, it progressively takes them back into the subject 

and strips them of their intuitive power.ò
122

  This stripping process, which works to 

remove the added ñintellectual elementsò from the perception of the object is the process 

of negation.  Without this negation, cognition becomes pathological.  ñThe subject which 

naively postulates absolutes, no matter how universally active it may be, is sick, passively 

succumbing to the dazzlement of false immediacy.ò
123

  Hence, they argue, the need for 
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negative dialectics.  But, once again, apart from a substantive reason (intellectus and 

ratio), and the possibility of a Lewisian positive dialectic, these goals are not achievable 

despite how admirable they might be.   

On Lewisô view, if thought and thing, perception and object, are created or 

designed to function together for the purpose of knowledge, then mediation, 

reconciliation, genuine or real insight, is made possible.  Thus, a certain kind of 

metaphysic is necessary to account for how a logical parallelism between mind (subject) 

and matter (object) could exist.  Likewise, Lewisô comment that every view has 

ñmetaphysical implicationsò applies just as well to Adorno-Horkheimerô anti-

metaphysical posturing.   

In Discarded Image, Lewis explains,  

No Model [of the universe] yet devised has made a satisfactory unity between our 
actual experience of sensation or thought or emotion and any available account of 
the corporeal processes which they are held to involve. . . .  [D]esperate remedies 
have been adopted.  Berkeleyan idealists have denied the physical process; extreme 
Behaviorists, the mental.

124
   

Despite the lack of a model that provides a satisfactory account of the subject-object 

relation, such a relation is necessary, must be presupposed in fact, for any experience of 

the world to result in knowledge.  Otherwise, the human mind and its contents (i.e., 

sensations, thoughts, emotions) are completely severed from reality.  Idealists dissolve 

the objects of reality into the mental contents of the subjectôs mind; materialists dissolve 

subjects into mere objects of nature devoid of subjective conscious experience.  Only on 

a metaphysic that preserves the subject-object distinction, and the logically amenable 

parallelism between the two, can manôs cognitive and sensory faculties be properly suited 

and thus trusted for the conversion of experiential data into actual knowledge.
125
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On authority.   Finally, the epistemological package of reason and experience 

is not complete or sufficient without the necessary role of authority.  In Mere 

Christianity, Lewis addresses and seeks to alleviate the modernistôs fear of authority.  He 

explains, 

Do not be scared by the word authority.  Believing things on authority only means 
believing them because you have been told them by someone you think trustworthy.  
Ninety-nine per cent of the things you believe are believed on authority. . . .  None 
of us could prove them by pure logic as you prove a thing in mathematics.  We 
believe them simply because people who did see them have left writings that tell us 
about them: in fact, on authority.  A man who jibbed at authority in other things as 
some people do in religion would have to be content to know nothing all his life.

126
 

Granting the indispensable roles of reason and experience in knowledge 

acquisition, Lewis says virtually all of our knowledge finally rests on authority.  This is 

in stark contrast with Enlightenment rationalismôs rebellion against authority, and 

Adorno-Horkheimerôs opposition to appeals to authority as authoritarian.  Recall that for 

Adorno-Horkheimer, drawing on Kant, ñEnlightenment . . . is óthe human beingôs 

emergence from self-incurred minority.  Minority is inability to make use of oneôs own 

understanding without direction from another.ôò
127

  Hence, the key to human freedom is 

rejection of any external authority.  However, as Lewis reminds us, virtually all our 

                                                 
 
63). Thus, accepting that the principle of the uniformity of nature is true comes down to a matter of faith. 
And whether or not one is justified in this faith again ñdepends on the Metaphysic one holdsò (167). 
Moreover, he explains, ñIf the deepest thing in reality, the Fact which is the source of all other facthood, is 
a thing in some degree like ourselvesðif it is a Rational Spirit and we derive our rational spirituality from 
Itðthen indeed our conviction can be trustedò (168). Moreover, he writes, 

The sciences logically require a metaphysic of this sort. Our greatest natural philosopher thinks 
it is also the metaphysic out of which they originally grew. Professor Whitehead points out that 
centuries of belief in a God who combined ñthe personal energy of Jehovahò with ñthe rationality of 
a Greek philosopherò first produced that firm expectation of systematic order which rendered 
possible the birth of modern science. Men became scientific because they expected Law in Nature, 
and they expected Law in Nature because they believed in a Legislator (168-69; quoting Alfred N. 
Whitehead, Science and the Modern World [1925], chap. 2).  

Once again, Lewis argues no real conflict exists between religion and science. In fact, science grew out of a 
religious worldview or metaphysic with roots in the Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian traditions. 
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knowledge depends upon trusting certain authorities for information we could not obtain 

in any other way, such as by abstract reasoning or direct personal experience.
128

   

In sum, all knowledge depends upon authority, reason, and experience, in 

varying degrees and proportions, and, one might add, in that particular order.  In other 

words, experience without reason is blind, and reason minus authority lacks proper 

guidance and direction.  To emphasize any one of the three elements at the expense of the 

others results in various ideologies: emphasis on reason alone (idealism or positivism), 

emphasis on experience alone (empiricism or pragmatism), and emphasis on authority 

alone (authoritarianism or dogmatism). 

Supernaturalized Epistemology 

The Lewisian theory of knowledge represents what could be called a 

supernaturalized epistemology, a rationality-from-above view.
129

  Essential to Lewisô 

understanding of human reason and rationality is his claim that ñsomething beyond 

Nature operates whenever we reason.ò
130

  For Lewis, ñthere must be something which 

exists in its own right; some basic Fact whose existence it would be nonsensical to try to 

explain because this Fact is itself the ground or starting-point of all explanations.ò
131

  He 

goes on to declare this Fact to be ñthe One Self-existent Thing . . . what we call God.ò
132

  

                                                 
 

128
 It is interesting to compare Mark T. Mitchell on the work of philosopher Michael Polanyi 

(1891-1976), another critic of Enlightenment rationalism, and Lewis on the importance of tradition and 
authority for knowledge. It would appear Lewis anticipates many of Polanyiôs ideas. See Mark T. Mitchell, 
ñThe False Dilemma of Modernity,ò Modern Age 47, no. 4 (2005): 311-20, MasterFILE Premier, 
EBSCOhost. 

129
 Cf. W. V. Quineôs naturalized epistemology. See W. V. Quine, ñEpistemology 

Naturalized,ò in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969). 

130
 Lewis, Miracles, 37-38. According to Lewis, ñThe validity of rational thought, accepted in 

an utterly non-naturalistic, transcendental (if you will), supernatural sense, is the necessary presupposition 
of all other theorizing. There is simply no sense in beginning with a view of the universe and trying to fit 
the claims of thought in at a later stage. By thinking at all we have claimed that our thoughts are more than 
mere natural events. All other propositions must be fitted in as best they can round that primary claim.ò C. 
S. Lewis, ñReligion without Dogma?,ò in God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics, ed. Walter 
Hooper (1970; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 138; emphasis added. 

131
 Lewis, Miracles, 8-9. 

132
 Lewis, Miracles, 10. 



   

182 

Lewis believes the validity of human reason is ultimately derived from some other, 

higher Reason, ña self-existent Reason,ò which exists eternally and incessantly.  But, no 

human authority can seriously claim to ñbe that eternal self-existent Reason which neither 

slumbers nor sleeps.ò
133

  And yet, ñif any thought is valid, such a Reason must exist and 

must be the source of my own imperfect and intermittent rationality.ò
134

  Accordingly, 

Lewis often distinguishes between reason and Reason, the former being human and 

subject to error, while the latter is divine and impervious to error.
135

  Lewis, therefore, 

affirms God is self-existent Reason and the source of the human power of reason.  The 

existence of God, if not the express belief in God, is necessary for the validity of human 

thought.
136

  The implications for Enlightenment rationalismôs (as well as Adorno-

Horkheimerôs) abolition of God as a basis for human reason and rationality are, therefore, 

enormous.  Without self-existent Reason, ontologically speaking, there can be no self-
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evident principles of reason, epistemologically speaking.  The result is utter 

skepticism.
137

 

 

Reason is our starting point.  Any view which denies reason as a starting 

point cannot get its theoretical foot off the ground (nor its practical foot, see the next 

chapter).  Lewis argues, ñIt is only when you are asked to believe in Reason coming from 

non-reason that you must cry Halt, for, if you donôt all thought is discredited.ò
138

  This 

applies to all those views that treat reason as a Johnny-come-lately in the universe, a by-

product of a nonrational process of biological, historical, or sociological development.  In 

contrast to such views, Lewis argues Reason is primary, while nature is secondary, both 

in significance and order of existence.
139

  The reason of God precedes nature and presides 

over her (contra Adorno-Horkheimer).  The uniformity and regularity of nature is due to 

the reason of God, not some superimposed schema of the human reason (contra Kant).  

This prior ordering of nature makes her knowable due to the pre-established harmony of a 

psycho-physical parallelism that exists between the human mind and nature.  Finally, acts 

of knowing for the human mind depend upon the illumination of the divine mind.
140
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Apart from divine illumination, the human mind is wholly subject to nonrational 

causation.  The act of divine illumination emancipates the human mind, liberating it for 

the possibility of knowledge ñdetermined by the truth known.ò
141

  For when it comes to 

the act of human reason, it ñmust claim, to be an act of insight, a knowledge sufficiently 

free from non-rational causation to be determined (positively) only by the truth it knows. 

. . .  This is the prime reality, on which the attribution of reality to anything else rests.ò
142

  

Thus, this represents the theoretical starting point for Lewisô theory of knowledge.  He 

concludes, ñHuman minds, then, are not the only supernatural entities that exist. . . .  

Each has come into Nature from Supernature: each has its tap-root in an eternal, self-

existent, rational Being, whom we call God.  Each is an offshoot, or spearhead, or 

incursion of that Supernatural reality into Nature.ò
143
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Positive dialectic, or determinate affirmation.   Furthermore, Lewis makes a 

similar argument based on the existence of objects of reality as ñconcrete, individual, 

determinate thingsò or ñfactsðreal, resistant existencesò or ñopaque existences, in the 

sense that each contains something which our intelligence cannot completely digest. . . .  

Above and beyond that there is in each of them the óopaqueô brute fact of existence, the 

fact that it is actually there and is itself.ò
144

  Having acknowledged the real, resistant, 

even opaque existence of determinate objects of reality, as well as the limitations of the 

human mind in conceptually grasping and digesting these objects, he further explains, 

But if God is the ultimate source of all concrete, individual things and events, then 
God Himself must be concrete, and individual in the highest degree.  Unless the 
origin of all other things were itself concrete and individual, nothing else could be 
so; for there is no conceivable means whereby what is abstract or general could 
itself produce concrete reality. . . .  If anything is to exist at all, then the Original 
Thing must be, not a principle nor a generality, much less an ñidealò or a ñvalue,ò 
but an utterly concrete fact.

145
   

Hence, not only do determinate, concrete things exist as possible objects of knowledge 

making up the external world, but God, as the ultimate source of these objects, must 

possess a determinate, concrete character as well.  Regarding the determinate character of 

God, he further explains,  

The Hebrew writings here observe an admirable balance.  Once God says simply I 
AM, proclaiming the mystery of self-existence.  But times without number He says 
ñI am the LordòðI, the ultimate Fact, have this determinate character, and not that.  
And men are exhorted to ñknow the Lord,ò to discover and experience this 
particular character.

146
 

For Lewis, ñto exist means to be a positive Something . . . .  The Thing which has always 
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existed, namely God, has therefore always had His own positive character.ò
147

  Thus, 

Lewis warns of the attempts to think or describe God only in negative terms, ñunchecked 

by any positive intuition.ò
148

  In order to avoid the error of identity thinking when it 

comes to our concepts of nature, one must strip away from our idea of nature any 

subjectively added aspects and qualities.  Likewise, one must do the same in relation to 

the knowledge of God.  Lewis explains, ñAt each step we have to strip off from our idea 

of God some human attribute.  But the only real reason for stripping off the human 

attribute is to make room for putting in some positive divine attribute.ò
149

  Without the 

replacement of what is removed (or negated) with something positive, the result is 

continued negation to a nullity.  Lewis explains how the negative, reductionist mistake is 

almost an inevitable result for the human understanding when it is ñleft to itself,ò  in 

other words, free from the direction of any external authority, again the repeated refrain 

of the Enlightenment.  This is so because human reason left to itself lacks the resources 

for providing the positive content needed to acquire a correct conception of God.
150

   

But, how does one avoid this deleterious result when it comes to the 

knowledge of God?  What will prevent us from falling into what Lewis terms ñthe abyss 

of abstractionò?  Lewis provides the answer in ñthe Christian statement that only He who 

does the will of the Father will ever know the true doctrine is philosophically accurate.  

Imagination may help a little: but in the moral life, and (still more) in the devotional life 

we touch something concrete which will at once begin to correct the growing emptiness 

in our idea of God.ò
151

  Lewisô proposal reveals the limitations of reason when it comes 
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to knowledge acquisition.  By obedience to divine authority, which one comes to 

apprehend and understand with the aid of reason, the further proof of the doctrine of God 

comes from self-reflection upon our experience.  And we would know this if only we 

would listen to reason, for Lewis says, ñThe materials for correcting our abstract 

conception of God cannot be supplied by Reason: she will be the first to tell you to go 

and try experienceðóOh, taste and see!ôò
152

  Thus, it is the concrete reality of God 

encountered in the moral and devotional life that is essential to confirming the truth about 

God. 

All in all , Lewis readily admits reason alone is not sufficient for knowledge but 

must be ñmixed in varying proportionsò with experience and authority for the possibility 

of knowledge.  He also avoids the opposite intellectual vices of what has been termed 

strong rationalism (in Abolition, ñextreme rationalismò) on the one hand, and fideism, on 

the other.  Some scholars describe Lewisô view of rationality as a form of critical 

rationalism, which provides a welcome contrast to critical theory.
153

  The critical 

rationalist embraces reason as a genuine source of truth and knowledge, while at the same 

time admitting reasonôs limitations.  This view acknowledges the complexity of human 

nature by conceding that not only rational but also emotional and volitional elements can 

affect the human reasoning process at times causing it to err.  A persistent theme 

throughout Lewisô writing, especially in Abolition, is that the human will is caught up in 

the struggle between these rational and emotional elements, which can act as barriers or 

                                                 
 
similar to his earlier discussion of the emptying of our ideas of nature. In each case, our ideas are emptied 
of objective content and replaced with the subjective contents of our own minds. 

152
 Lewis, Miracles, 144-45. Cf. ñOh, taste and see that the Lord is good!ò (Ps. 34:8). 

153
 Lewis, Abolition, 67. On the distinction between strong rationalism, fideism, and critical 

rationalism, see Reppert, C. S. Lewisôs Dangerous Idea, chap. 2, ñAssessing Apologetic Arguments,ò 29-
44; Michael Peterson et al., Reason & Religious Belief: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, 3rd 
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), chap. 3, ñFaith and Reason: How Are They Related?,ò 39-
57. 



   

188 

obstacles to overcome in the pursuit of truth.
154

  

Reason and Imagination 

One cannot fully appreciate Lewisô take on reason without also learning of his 

view of the imagination.  Without an understanding of the important relationship between 

reason and imagination in Lewis, his emphasis on reason in Abolition might seem like an 

overemphasis.  To be sure, Lewis considered himself a rationalist, but a closer 

examination of his writings reveals a rich, dynamic, more holistic approach overall.   

Thus, the following supplements the above discussion on the nature and limitations of 

human reason with an examination of Lewis on the essential role of the imagination.  

A Baptized Imagination   

Commenting on the views of Weber, Lee writes, 

 In the ñenchantedò ages, all things were viewed as being permeated withðor, 
under the sway ofðsome magical, spiritual, or supernatural forces.  With the 
process of ñrationalization and intellectualization,ò however, things have changed: 
in a ñdisenchantedò world, all things are seen as resulting from natural processes 
that can be rationally understood and technically controlled.  All things, in principle, 
can be mastered by humans.

155
 

Or more concisely, he states, ñTo put it in a nutshell, disenchantment means that the 

world is no longer seen as a meaningful cosmos.  Instead, moderns live in a meaningless 

universe.ò
156

   Of course, moderns do not live this out in practice.  Although they have 

rejected a universal, objective meaning for the universe, in place of this they have 

projected their own subjective meaning onto reality to fill the self-created void.  Absent a 

Master Plan, the universe is subject to the self-proclaimed masters of the universe.  This 

was in fact Weberôs response to the disenchantment of the worldðresignation.   

                                                 
 

154
 See Lewis, Pilgrimôs Regress. Also, see discussion in Andrew Wheat, ñThe Road Before 

Him: Allegory, Reason, and Romanticism in C. S. Lewisô The Pilgrimôs Regress,ò Renascence 51, no. 1 
(1998): 21-40, Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost. 

155
 Lee, ñInto the Region of Awe,ò 4-5; emphasis original.  

156
 Lee, ñInto the Region of Awe,ò 5; emphasis original. 



   

189 

However, according to Lee, Lewis proposed an alternative to the Weberian 

embrace of a disenchanted world, 

Lewis believed that our response to disenchantment should begin with questioning 
the very assumptions of modern rationality, which results in and from 
disenchantment.  For Lewis, every attempt to re-enchant the world, short of 
(re)envisioning the world as ñenchantedò in a substantial sense, must ultimately fail 
because it is actually trapped within the parameters set by the very disenchantment.  
In fact, such an attempt is not so much a response to disenchantment as the very 
consequence of it.  It is only when we are able to see the world as having an 
inherent meaning, as a meaningful ñcosmos,ò that our attempts to recover meaning 
in our lives can succeed.

157
 

In his analysis, Lee draws attention to Lewisô use of the metaphor of sight or seeing.  

Disenchantment fundamentally involves a change of sight or vision.  Thus, the work of 

re-enchantment involves a re-envisioning of the world, to see it once again as enchanted 

or filled to the brim with substantial meaning and significance.  But, this involves the 

imagination in addition to reason.  For Lewis, reason supplies the self-evident principles 

for our thinking as well as plays the critical role of challenging the false assumptions of 

modernity, as he demonstrates in Abolition.  But, reason itself, whether intellectus or 

ratio, does not provide us with the visionary, material content, the images necessary for 

seeing the world as imbued with meaning.
158

  For this different though related kind of 

sight or seeing, the human imagination plays an indispensable role. 

For Lewis, the antidote to disenchantment is not to be found in reason alone.  

What is needed is a rediscovery of the substantial meaning of the world, and for a human 

mind that has been disenchanted this requires a re-enchantment of the imagination.  This 

was a key component along the way in Lewisô own spiritual journey and eventual 
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conversion to Christianity.  In preparation for going to university, Lewis studied under 

the tutelage of the rigorous logician, W. T. Kirkpatrick, whom he affectionately called 

ñthe Great Knock.ò  Kirkpatrick was an atheist, steeped in the reading of Arthur 

Schopenhauer and James Frazerôs The Golden Bough.  Lewis would acquire tremendous 

logical and dialectical skill under Kirkpatrick.
159

  Lewis describes himself as an atheist in 

these early years, one who had embraced a modernist explanation of religion as 

anthropology, and thus mythology.
160

  During this time, Lewis bought and read a copy of 

the Scottish preacher, novelist, and fantasy writer George MacDonaldôs (1824-1905) 

Phantastes, which had an enormous impact on him.  Discussing the mythical quality in 

MacDonald and the effect it had on his imagination (rather than his intellect or 

conscience, which came much later), Lewis writes, ñWhat it actually did to me was to 

convert, even to baptize . . . my imagination. . . .  The quality which had enchanted me in 

his imaginative works turned out to be the quality of the real universe, the divine, 

magical, terrifying, and ecstatic reality in which we all live.ò
161

 

The Organs of Truth and Meaning   

Lewisô clearest and fullest discussion of the distinction between the faculties of 

reason and imagination comes from his essay ñBluspels and Flalansferes.ò  Consider the 

following: 
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We are not talking of truth, but of meaning: meaning which is the antecedent 
condition both of truth and falsehood, whose antithesis is not error but nonsense.  I 
am a rationalist.  For me, reason is the natural organ of truth; but imagination is the 
organ of meaning.  Imagination, producing new metaphors or revivifying old, is not 
the cause of truth, but its condition.

162
 

Again, Lewis clearly identifies himself as a rationalist.  But, he recognizes and 

understands the limitations of reason.  Reason enables one to discern between truth and 

falsehood, to detect errors in statements, or test the validity or invalidity of arguments 

based on the traditional canons of logic and argumentation.  However, beyond this point, 

reason reaches a limit .  Moreover, it requires an antecedent condition for operating at 

allðand that is meaning.  Only meaningful statements can be true or false.  Nonsensical 

statements, those lacking meaning, though they may still be uttered, cannot be true or 

false.  Reason, Ward explains, is primary in the sense that ñIt is human reason, in Lewisôs 

view, that judges between meanings, helping us to differentiate those meanings that are 

true and illuminating from those that are false and deceptive.ò
163

  Still, reason depends 

upon and is conditioned by the imagination for the apprehension of meaning.  It is no 

wonder that a worldview which restricts meaning, as everything else, to the purview of 

reason cannot seem to find any objective meaning in the world.  Consequently, meaning 

is reduced to being a product of reason since its natural organ, the imagination, is 

eviscerated or weakened due to the excesses of an extreme rationalism.  This is the result 

of disenchantmentða loss of wonder, a lack of imagination.
164

 

Just as Lewis is careful to distinguish reason, truth, and reality, and not to 

make the mistake of identifying them, likewise, he also distinguishes these categories 
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from the imagination.  Furthermore, he differentiates the latter from truth and meaning, 

which he further sets apart.  Reason is the organ of truth; its proper object is truth.  

Imagination is the organ of meaning; its proper object is meaning.  Thus, these two 

ñorgansò are distinct faculties of the mind with separate objects of apprehension.  

Nevertheless, Lewis treats the imagination as a truth-bearing faculty since it serves as an 

antecedent condition for reasonôs apprehension of truth.  For it is the imagination which 

makes it possible for one to engage in what Lewis calls ñpicture-thinking,ò imaging or 

imagining the truth about reality.
165

  Also, the imagination is key to our communication 

of truth, for the language of the imagination is that of metaphor, whether the production 

of new metaphors or the re-purposing of old ones, as described above.  This also speaks 

to the dialectical relationship between enlightenment and myth, which for Lewis is 

largely due to the dialectic of reason and imagination.
166

  This dialectical relationship 

results from an incompatibility between reason and imagination that causes the two to 

become entangled or entwined.  Although the two are logically compatible, they are 

psychologically incompatible.  They are logically compatible in the sense that the truth 

discovered by reason and the meaning apprehended by the imagination can be perfectly, 

logically consistent together.  However, to use oneôs reason is not to, at the same time, 

engage oneôs imagination, and vice versa.   
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Inescapability of Myth and Metaphor    

Lewis accepts the ancient triadic division of human nature into reason, will, 

and appetite; head, heart, and belly.  And as Aristotle taught in his Rhetoric, one must 

appeal to all three levels to fully persuade someone of the truth of a view: logos, ethos, 

and pathos.
167

  Consequently, people do not embrace a view based upon purely rational 

considerations.  Recall once again Lewisô discussion about why certain words are 

preferred over others in our use of language.  For example, why the more emotive word 

stagnation instead of permanence?  Why does the term primitive suggest inefficiency?  

Why does latest mean the greatest?  Lewis explains, 

But I submit that what has imposed this climate of opinion so firmly on the human 
mind is a new archetypal image.  It is the image of old machines being superseded 
by new and better ones.  For in the world of machines the new most often really is 
better and the primitive really is the clumsy.  And this image, potent in all our 
minds, reigns almost without rival in the minds of the uneducated.

168
 

For Lewis, preceding the rational theorem of Darwinian biological evolution is the earlier 

pre-Darwinian myth of universal evolutionism that first captured modern manôs 

imagination.  The belief in ñspontaneous progressò bolstered, not by rational or scientific 

proof but by ñimaginative expressions of the myth,ò and chiefly by a ñnew archetypal 

image,ò found in the birth of machines the new approach to life that they inculcate in 

those who use them.  Although in the technological world the new often does replace and 

make obsolete the old, the problem is when this image of technological progress is 

extrapolated to the rest of human life and existence.  Everything that becomes old for this 

reason alone is deemed outdated, outmoded, primitive, barbaric, useless, only to be 

superseded by the new.  This modern vision of scientific and technological progress as it 

is applied to the whole of life represents a radical development and change from that of 

our ancient forebears; hence, Lewis describes it as ñthe greatest change in the history of 
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Western Man.ò
169

  It is the dire consequences of this greatest of changes that Lewis 

further explores in Abolition.  This again highlights Lewisô interpretation of the dialect of 

enlightenment and myth as one between reason and imagination.  Ward explains: 

The more serious effects of the Copernican revolution on human imagination relate 
to what Lewis calls the ñmythology which follows in the wake of science.ò  The 
cosmology that a given generation accepts has immense consequences for its 
thoughts and emotions, and in every generation there is this ñmythology which 
follows in the wake of science,ò a mythology that feeds into our understanding of 
ourselves and the way we imaginatively interpret the world and our place in it.

170
 

Furthermore, according to Ward,  

Lewis is urging scientists to hold their metaphors and their overall paradigms with a 
due provisionality, reminding them that an image of the cosmos, like an image of 
the divine, can become a graven image, an idol.  Religion and science both need a 
degree of humility and ought not to suppose that they can fully capture reality in 
their own terminology.

171
 

Given the relationship between truth and meaning, reason and imagination, it is 

not possible to completely comprehend reality, nor is it possible, contra the 

Enlightenment project, to rid man of mythical accounts of reality.  The elimination of one 

myth only opens the door to another mythical replacement.  Hence, the attempt at a 

purely scientific, rationalistic view of reality is simply shortsighted.  Scientific language, 

for example, fails to capture much of our experience of the world, which can only be 

expressed through imaginative language through the use of metaphor, or poetic 

language.
172

  Quite appropriately, one of Lewisô best expressions of the relationship 
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between reason and imagination, indeed a deep yearning for the reconciliation of 

rationality and myth, is found in his poem titled ñReason.ò
173

  More importantly, Lewis 

ultimately finds the solution he longs for in the incarnation of Jesus Christ: the Logos, the 

ñEternal Reason,ò ñthe Truthò of ñGod made flesh.ò 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined some of the central themes of Lewisô Abolition and 

Adorno-Horkheimerôs Dialectic, with a special emphasis on their views of reason and 

rationality.  Both Lewis and the critical theorists seek to expose what they consider to be 

excesses of Enlightenment rationalism as well as its modern manifestations in the forms 

of positivism, scientism, and reductionism.  Furthermore, they provide reasons for 

concluding that Enlightenment rationalism erred in its overall approach to human 

rationality, particularly by not recognizing the various limitations of reason.  At the same 

time, Lewis offers a number of important qualifications to his critique of Enlightenment 

rationalism, stopping short of the wholesale denigration of reason found in Adorno-

Horkheimer.  For Lewis, the problem is not human reason per se or something inherent to 

human rationality that inevitably results in oppressive social structures.  Lewis identifies 

the problem in what he terms ñextreme rationalism.ò  The source of this problem is found 

in Enlightenment rationalityôs rejection of authority, its lack of a foundation for a 

substantive reason, and thus a lack of restraint on modern uses of reason.  Lewis finds the 

needed check in the Eternal Reason, the mind of God, as the supernatural source of 

human reason, and the basis of the self-evident principles of theoretical reason.  In 

addition, as is made clearer in the chapter to follow, Lewis also looks to the self-evident 

principles of practical reason reflected in the Tao as a further check on the errors of 

Enlightenment reason.  Finally, Lewis understands that the only viable response to the 
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disenchantment of the world is its re-enchantment, which requires the aid of the 

imagination to see the world as objectively meaningful.  Adorno-Horkheimer, by 

contrast, cannot account for the validity of reason or the vital role of the imagination.  

Critical theory lacks the imaginative resources for a re-enchantment of the world. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ON MORALITY 

Introduction  

ñIn a sort of ghastly simplicity we remove the organ and demand the function.  We 
make men without chests and expect of them virtue and enterprise.  We laugh at 

honor and are shocked to find traitors in our midst.  We castrate and bid the geldings 
be fruitful.ò

1
 

ñBecause it unmasks substantial goals as asserting the power of nature over mind 
and as curtailing its own self-legislation, reason, as a purely formal entity, is at the 
service of every natural interest.  Becoming simply an organ, thinking reverts to 

nature.ò
2
 

The previous chapter focused on the need for first principles of theoretical 

reason, as well as a transcendent ground of these principles.  Similarly, this chapter seeks 

to show the same regarding first principles of practical reason.  In each case, the 

possibility of a rational or moral critique depends upon a transcendent, normative 

foundation.  Both Lewisô Abolition and Adorno-Horkheimerôs Dialectic reveal the need 

for these normative standards, by highlighting the dreadful consequences that follow for a 

society that fails to acknowledge and apply them.  Lewis and the critical theorists share a 

common concern for the moral decay within society.  However, despite a number of 

similarities in their moral critiques, this chapter demonstrates many crucial differences in 

their views of nature, human nature, the human condition, normative moral standards and 

judgments, the role of applied science, religion and ethics, and others.  Overall, Lewis 
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