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Clive Staples Lewis was born in Belfast in 1898. He was a
Fellow and Tutor in English at Magdalen College, Oxford (19251954) and concluded his career as Professor of Medieval and
Renaissance English at Cambridge (1955-1963).
In 1931 Lewis converted to Christianity, encouraged by his
close friend, J.R.R. Tolkien. He became a popular defender of the
faith with works such as The Screwtape Letters (1942) and Mere
Christianity (1952). His seven Chronicles of Narnia (1950-1956)
achieved huge acclaim and have been translated into over forty
different languages.
Lewis died at his home in Oxford in 1963. On the fiftieth
anniversary of his death, a national memorial in his honour was
unveiled in Poets’ Corner, Westminster Abbey.
The Abolition of Man originated as a series of lectures given
during the Second World War. In this enduringly influential work,
Lewis defends the objectivity of value, pointing to the universal
moral law that all great philosophical and religious traditions have
recognized. We have a responsibility, he maintains, to hand on to
our children this generous, fruitful and civilizing ethical
inheritance, for it defines our very humanity.
*******
Michael Ward is a Fellow of Blackfriars Hall, University of
Oxford, and Professor of Apologetics at Houston Baptist
University, Texas. He is the author of Planet Narnia: The Seven
Heavens in the Imagination of C.S. Lewis (Oxford University Press)
and co-editor of The Cambridge Companion to C.S. Lewis (Cambridge
University Press).
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ABOUT THE IMPRINT
The LogosLight™ imprint first started with the collection The
Church Fathers Speak, a compilation of the voices of the early
Church fathers and their teachings on sanctity and Christ-like
living. This ancient wisdom guides the reader on the path to
cultivating holiness that yields self-dominion, patience, and virtue.
LogosLight has since grown to encompass Christian poetry and
inspirational books, translations of the Bible and Hebrew
Scriptures, and various Christian records and liturgies.
LogosLight books also examine the role of Judeo-Christian
thought on the formation of Western civic institutions, the moral
foundations of just societies, and the role of faith in civil
governance.

PREFATORY NOTE
The Abolition of Man is increasingly the object of serious study.
It is receiving attention, not only from those with a special interest
in Lewis’s writings, but also from students of philosophy,
education, rhetoric, apologetics, intellectual history and popular
culture. This critical edition aims to assist such students—and
readers in general—to get the most out of Lewis’s classic work by
providing the following scholarly apparatus:
-

an introduction that surveys its reception history and
situates the book in the context of Lewis’s life and times
a fully annotated version of the text
a commentary on key passages and important themes
a list of books and articles for further reading
a set of questions for group discussion or individual
reflection
a detailed index allowing for ease of reference both to
Lewis’s original text and to the editor’s additional material
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Jason Lepojärvi, Basil McLaren, Robert MacSwain, Holly Ordway,
Patrick Richmond, Duncan Richter, Arend Smilde, Charlie W. Starr
and Stephen Turley. This volume has not been brought to birth
immaculately, I am sure, and I take responsibility for any errors it
contains, but it would have been more imperfect without the
kindness and help of these generous colleagues and friends.
Michael Ward
Oxford
Christmas Eve, 2016

INTRODUCTION
The Abolition of Man “has been almost totally ignored by the
public.” So wrote C.S. Lewis in 1955, eleven years after he first
published this, his most purely philosophical work.1
Although he may have been right about its lack of success by
1955,2 for it was certainly no instant hit like The Screwtape Letters,
Lewis’s downbeat verdict could hardly be further from the truth
with regard to its standing today. Over the decades since its initial
appearance, The Abolition of Man has steadily established itself as a
genuine and seminal classic. It has proved influential with a
diverse readership—philosophers, educators, literary critics,
intellectual historians, jurists, people of faith, agnostics, atheists—
and is now generally considered among his most perceptive,
penetrating and important pieces of writing.
Oxford philosopher John Lucas dubs it “a powerful argument,
reminiscent of Plato, Pascal and Dostoievski, and worth
elaborating afresh in each generation.”3 The “keen accuracy” of its
moral diagnosis has been praised by Joseph Ratzinger (the future
Letter to Mary Willis Shelburne of 20 February 1955, The Collected Letters of
C.S. Lewis, Vol. 3, ed. Walter Hooper (London: HarperCollins, 2007), 567.
There is considerable confusion in the literature on Abolition about when it
was actually published. Lewis delivered the lectures in February 1943, but
the book itself was released in January 1944. A second edition, lightly
revised, was published in 1946. The U.S. hardback edition was issued in
1947, the paperback not until 1965.
2 It is “a v. poor seller so far”: thus Lewis to Jocelyn Gibb in a letter of 10 July
1954 (Collected Letters, Vol.3, 494). Sayer says of the lectures: “it seems that
few members of his audience understood them. Nor were they well received
when they were published…None of the few reviewers of the first edition
seem to have realized its importance.” Sayer, George, Jack: C.S. Lewis and His
Times (San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row, 1988), 182f.
3 Lucas, J.R., “The Restoration of Man,” Theology 98 (1995), 445-456.
1
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Pope Benedict XVI).4 Atheist philosopher John Gray calls it
“prophetic” and “as relevant now” as when it first came out, “if
not more so.”5 Lord Hailsham, England’s longest-serving head of
the judiciary in the twentieth century, has discussed it at some
length.6 It has been cited on the floor of the U.S. Congress7 and
referred to by the Chair of the U.S. President’s Council on
Bioethics.8 Literary critic Alan Jacobs rates it “the most profound of
Lewis’s cultural critiques.”9 To writer A.N. Wilson, it exhibits
Lewis’s “supremely workable intelligence” and “deserves to
command his widest audience.”10 English Professor Tony Nuttall
deems the argument “dazzling” and claims it “thoroughly routs
whole volumes of Nietzsche and Sartre.”11 Moral philosopher
Mary Midgley considers it “first-rate,” applauding its “clear,
balanced answer to current mistakes.”12 Political scientist Francis
Ratzinger, Joseph Cardinal, “Consumer Materialism and Christian Hope”
in Teachers of the Faith, ed. Tom Horwood (London: Catholic Bishops’
Conference of England and Wales, 2002), 90.
5 Gray, John, “A Point of View: The Abolition of Man”: available at:
<www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06811fk>
6 Lord Hailsham, Values: Collapse and Cure (London: HarperCollins, 1994).
7 “[T]his act to be signed by the President takes the first step to prevent what
C.S. Lewis referred to as ‘the abolition of Man.’” Speech of Hon. Mark
Souder of Indiana, in The House of Representatives, 7th December 2006.
Available at <https://www.congress.gov/crec/2006/12/08/CREC-2006-1208-pt2-PgE2211.pdf>
8 Leon Kass, Chair of the President’s Council of Bioethics (2001-2005), quotes
Abolition several times in his Life, Liberty and the Defense of Dignity: The
Challenge for Bioethics (New York, NY: Encounter Books, 2002), pp. 3-4, 41, 48,
55, 126-27, 280.
9 Jacobs, Alan, The Narnian: The Life and Imagination of C.S. Lewis (San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 2006), 174.
10 Wilson, A.N., C.S. Lewis, A Biography (London: Collins, 1990), 197.
11 Nuttall, A.D., “Jack the Giant-Killer” in George Watson (ed.), Critical Essays
on C.S. Lewis (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1992), 277.
12 Midgley, Mary, in correspondence with Arend Smilde (4 September 1997).
Midgley pairs Abolition with Iris Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good (1970) as
being among those “very few modern books of philosophy which people
outside academic philosophy find really helpful…Both books effectively
debunk the colourful, fantastic screen of up-to-date ideas inside which we
4
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Fukuyama13 and novelist-environmentalist Wendell Berry14 have
found its analysis compelling and quoted it in support of their own
thinking. Official biographers Green and Hooper declare: “As the
threatened ‘abolition’ seems more and more likely, it has become
one of the most admired of all Lewis’s works.”15
It has its detractors and doubters, of course. Ayn Rand, the
novelist and founder of Objectivism, covers the margins of her
copy with blisteringly hostile adjectives.16 Philosopher John
Beversluis finds Lewis’s case far from convincing.17 Inklings
biographer Humphrey Carpenter brands the book “not an

live—a screen which, despite a lot of surface activity, has not actually
changed much since they were written.” Available at: <
http://www.lewisiana.nl/marymidgley/index.htm>
13 “[Lewis suggests] that nature itself, and in particular human nature, has a
special role in defining for us what is right and wrong, just and unjust,
important and unimportant.” Francis Fukuyama, Our Posthuman Future:
Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2002), 7; cf. 148. See also The End of History and the Last Man
(Toronto: Free Press, 1992), 188, where Fukuyama, I think, misreads or at any
rate misapplies Lewis’s picture of “men without chests.”
14 “C.S. Lewis pointed out in The Abolition of Man that if your choices are on a
grand enough scale, it’s possible to make choices for people unborn that they
perhaps wouldn’t make for themselves. We’ve done that over and over
again.” Conversations with Wendell Berry, ed. Morris Allen Grubbs (Jackson,
MI: University Press of Mississippi, 2007), 93.
15 Green, Roger Lancelyn and Walter Hooper, C.S. Lewis: A Biography, Fully
Revised and Expanded Edition (London: HarperCollins, 2002), 280.
16 E.g. “The abysmal bastard!...The cheap, drivelling non-entity!...The cheap,
awful, miserable, touchy, social-metaphysical mediocrity!” Rand, Ayn, Ayn
Rand’s Marginalia: Her critical comments on the writings of over 20 authors, ed.
Robert Mayhew (New Milford, CT: Second Renaissance Books, 1995), 90-94.
17 “The Abolition of Man reveals the excess of emotion that Lewis was capable
of committing to print when discussing views he found uncongenial, his
tendency to fall on his opponents, and to impute to them the worst possible
motives. It also reveals the magnitude of his misunderstanding of the view
ostensibly under investigation.” Beversluis, John, C.S. Lewis and the Search for
Rational Religion, Revised and Updated Second Edition (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 2007), 91.

4

THE ABOLITION OF MAN

argument but a harangue.”18 Historian George Every considers it
“very dangerous.”19 Behaviorist B.F. Skinner does not dispute
Lewis’s claims but flips them on their head, embracing the
apocalyptic dystopia sketched by Lewis as welcome and long
overdue.20
In this introduction I shall make no attempt to adjudicate
between different responses to Abolition; the matters at stake are of
perennial concern to philosophers and even if I had the skill I do
not have the space, in the narrow span of these pages, to shed new
light on the substantive issues. This critical edition is intended to
clarify what Lewis said, why he said it, and how he did so. The
question as to whether his overall argument is actually right,
wrong, or a mixture of both is outside my remit. Readers are
referred to the Commentary below (see pages 115-211) for potted
reflections on the text cited from the extensive secondary literature,
along with my own further observations and analysis.
The fact that Lewis’s slender volume continues to fascinate and
provoke so long after it first appeared testifies to the enduring
value of its philosophical seriousness and rhetorical power. In this
light it is perhaps unsurprising that the National Review should

18 Carpenter, Humphrey, The Inklings: C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, Charles
Williams and their friends (London: HarperCollins, 1997), 222.
19 See letter of 2 June 1947 from Dorothy L. Sayers to C.S. Lewis, The Collected
Letters of C.S. Lewis, Vol.2, ed. Walter Hooper (London: HarperCollins, 2004),
779.
20 “C.S. Lewis put it quite bluntly: Man is being abolished…Lewis cannot
have meant the human species, for not only is it not being abolished, it is
filling the earth…We are told that what is threatened is ‘man qua man,’ or
‘man in his humanity,’ or ‘man as Thou not It,’ or ‘man as a person not a
thing.’ What is being abolished is autonomous man—the inner man, the
homunculus…the man defended by the literatures of freedom and dignity.
His abolition has been long overdue…Science does not de-humanize man, it
de-homunculizes him…To man qua man we readily say good riddance.”
Skinner, B.F., Beyond Freedom and Dignity (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971),
200-201. Cf. Commentary, below, page 169f.
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have placed The Abolition of Man among the ten best non-fiction
books of the twentieth century.21
OCCASION
It is February 1943. The United Kingdom is still at war after
three and a half years. The Battle of Britain has been narrowly won
and the Blitz has somehow been endured, but the black-out and
food-rationing remain in force and the V2 rockets have yet to rain
down on eastern England. D-Day (the Allied invasion of
Normandy that will liberate northwest Europe) is more than a year
away. Victory in Japan is a distant dream.
Life goes on in the universities, but is much depleted and
disrupted. Lewis has been distracted from his academic pursuits
by service with the Oxford Home Guard (the “Local Defence
Volunteers,” as Churchill famously did not call them!) and by
travelling about the country to give talks to the men of the Royal
Air Force, whose life-expectancy is now generally measured not in
years but in months.
As the outbreak of war had loomed back in 1939, Lewis found
himself deeply depressed, recalling how “memories of the last war
haunted my dreams for years…I think death would be much better
than to live through another war…I have even, I’m afraid, caught
myself wishing that I had never been born.”22 But though the
prospect of war initially pushed Lewis towards despair, when it
actually arrived it had the effect of awakening his fighting spirit.
He was too old to reprise the front-line active service he had seen
during the Great War in his youth, but he could engage in combat
with some of the intellectual and ethical issues that the current
conflagration had forced to the forefront of people’s attention:
hence his writing of The Problem of Pain (1940) and his broadcasting
of talks about Christianity over the BBC.23 Hence also his most
National Review, 3 May 1999. Available at:
<www.nationalreview.com/article/215718/non-fiction-100>
22 Letter to Dom Bede Griffiths, 8 May 1939 (Collected Letters, Vol.2, 258).
23 By February 1943, Lewis had delivered three of these four series of talks.
For more on the broadcasts and the book they gave rise to, see Marsden,
21
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popular work to date, The Screwtape Letters (1942), a satire upon the
psychology of temptation. Behind the war was “the War”: the
unchanging spiritual, moral, and philosophical conflict that faces
people of every culture in every place in every generation. The
threats to freedom that Lewis considered worthy of his attention
were found not only in the regimes of the Axis powers led by
Hitler and Mussolini, but also within democratic societies—
indeed, within every individual.
Within his own university there was one individual whose
ideas Lewis regarded as a particular “menace.”24 A.J. Ayer (19101989), while a lecturer at Christ Church, Oxford, had published
Language, Truth and Logic (1936), in which he denied the possibility
of attaching meaning to sentences that were not either tautological
(e.g., “All bachelors are unmarried”) or empirically verifiable.
Statements of moral condemnation cannot pass this “Verification
Principle”; they are “pseudo-concepts” possessing no more
meaning than an expression of emotion. Ayer explains:
The presence of an ethical symbol in a
proposition adds nothing to its factual
content. Thus if I say to someone, “You
acted wrongly in stealing that money,” I am
not stating anything more than if I had said,
“You stole that money.” In adding that this
action is wrong I am not making any further
statement about it. I am simply evincing my
moral disapproval of it. It is as if I had said,
George M., C.S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity: A Biography (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2016).
24 “Don’t imagine that the Logical Positivist menace is over.” Letter to Dom
Bede Griffiths, 22 April 1954 (Collected Letters, Vol.3, 462). In highlighting
Ayer, I do not mean to suggest that his work directly occasioned Abolition, as
if Lewis were merely trying to refute Language, Truth and Logic, but only to
point him out as the latest and most prominent spokesman for a general
position that Lewis had had in his sights for many years. Logical Positivism
was the fashionable metastasis of a long-standing philosophical malady: the
chronic condition was what Lewis sought to address.
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“You stole that money,” in a particular tone
of horror, or written it with the addition of
some special exclamation marks. The tone,
or the exclamation marks, adds nothing to
the literal meaning of the sentence. It merely
serves to show that the expression of it is
attended by certain feelings in the speaker.25
This attempt to reconfigure moral philosophy and bring about
“the elimination of metaphysics”26 was riddled with problems, as
Ayer himself eventually recognized.27 It can be seen as the logical
end-point to which certain strains of Cartesian philosophizing,
augmented latterly by the reductive tendencies of Darwinism,
Marxism and Freudianism, were destined to descend sooner or
later. But for all its weaknesses, it had a huge influence at the time.
So fashionable was Ayer’s work that John Lucas states, “Logical
Positivism had swept all before it.”28
Notwithstanding its errors, Language, Truth and Logic could be
welcomed in one respect, even by its opponents, in that it brought
matters to a head. No one could deny that, if Ayer was right, moral
philosophy as it had hitherto been practised was radically
misconceived and had now arrived at a sort of dead-end; and if he
was wrong, serious thought would have to be given as to how
such an extreme position could have been deemed plausible. To
that extent Logical Positivism reflected the world situation, for the
international crisis was also bringing matters to a head. Had
Ayer, A.J., Language, Truth and Logic, Second Edition (New York, NY:
Dover Publications, 1946), 107.
26 This was the title Ayer gave to his opening chapter.
27 “‘The scientists felt Language, Truth and Logic was all right. After all, it told
them they were the most important people, and they liked that.’ When asked
what were the ‘real defects’ of his Logical Positivism, Ayer replied: ‘I
suppose the most important of the defects was that nearly all of it was
false.’” See Aeschliman, Michael D., The Restitution of Man: C.S. Lewis and the
Case against Scientism (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983), 60, quoting Ayer
in a dialogue with Bryan Magee, Men of Ideas (New York, NY: Viking Press,
1978), 30ff.
28 Lucas, op. cit., 446.
25

8

THE ABOLITION OF MAN

human civilization now run its course? Few people were aware of
the new terror being developed in the Manhattan Project, but even
in the absence of that knowledge it was clear mankind stood on the
brink. With food scarce, death falling out of the sky, and a whole
race of people in mainland Europe being systematically
exterminated, nobody could avoid wondering what had led
humanity to such a pass or whether it would ever regain its
equilibrium. And did it even deserve to? Did the word “deserve”
itself still mean anything? The status of moral questions had
become an inescapably pressing matter of concern politically no
less than philosophically.
It was in this context that Lewis found himself being invited to
give the fifteenth series of Riddell Memorial Lectures29 at the
University of Durham. The lecturer was asked to address a subject
that explored “the relation between religion and contemporary
thought.”30 Surprisingly, Lewis’s lectures turned out to have very
little to say about religion, except perhaps implicitly. What he
wished to explore would require his audience to delve into
something even more fundamental than what we ordinarily
understand by “religion,” as we shall see.
On 24th February 1943, Lewis, accompanied by his brother,
boarded a train and journeyed north from Oxford to Durham to
give three lectures on consecutive nights: “Men Without Chests,”
“The Way” and “The Abolition of Man.”31

The lecture series was begun in 1928 in memory of Sir John BuchananRiddell of Hepple, Bt. (1849-1924), a barrister, sometime High Sheriff of
Northumberland, and a devout Christian active in public affairs.
30 Lucas, op. cit., 445.
31 Lewis presented the talks in the Physics Lecture theatre at King’s College,
Newcastle, then a constituent college of the University of Durham, on the
evenings of 24th, 25th and 26th February 1943. King’s College became
Newcastle University in 1963; the Riddell Memorial Lectures continue to be
hosted there.
29

