







C. S. Lewis on the Final Frontier




C. S. Lewis on the Final Frontier  [image: image]

Science and the Supernatural in the Space Trilogy

SANFORD SCHWARTZ

[image: image]


[image: image]

Oxford University Press, Inc., publishes works that further
Oxford University’s objective of excellence
in research, scholarship, and education.

Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto

With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Copyright © 2009 by Oxford University Press, Inc.

Published by Oxford University Press, Inc.
198 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10016

www.oup.com

Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of Oxford University Press.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Schwartz, Sanford, 1948–
C. S. Lewis on the final frontier: science and the supernatural
in the space trilogy / Sanford Schwartz.
  p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index.
ISBN 978-0-19-537472-8
1. Lewis, C. S. (Clive Staples), 1898–1963. Space trilogy.
2. Lewis, C. S. (Clive Staples), 1898–1963—Philosophy. I. Title.
PR6023.E926S55 2009
823′.912—dc22     2008032454

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in the United States of America
on acid-free paper


To my parents,
Rose and Leonard Schwartz




“that by Wisdom made the heavens …”
—Psalm 136

“…from so simple a beginning endless forms most
beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being,
evolved.”
— The Origin of Species




Acknowledgments  [image: image]

In the final chapter of Perelandra, the king of this new and rapidly evolving paradise acknowledges that his sovereignty devolves upon him as a “gift” from others: “All is gift…. Through many hands, enriched with many different kinds of love and labour, the gift comes to me. It is the Law. The best fruits are plucked for each by some hand that is not his own.” Many hands that are not my own have contributed to this book, and my debts are so extensive that it has become difficult to think of myself as the “author” in any conventional sense of the term. This study began and ended with my family. It was launched by my adolescent son, Nathaniel, whose childhood delight in The Chronicles of Narnia led him to the Space Trilogy, and his enthusiasm in turn led me back to Lewis’s interplanetary romances for the first time in many years. It concluded, and indeed has been sustained all along, by my wife, Marion, who not only listened to often inchoate efforts to articulate issues and explanations but also seemed a step or two ahead of me at every turn. From them, and from the good humor and editorial assistance of my daughter Caroline, “the gift comes to me.”

As a scholar of early twentieth-century modernism and as a relative latecomer to Lewis, I’ve depended throughout this project on the critical eye and personal support of several Lewis scholars, first and foremost Peter Schakel, who read my initial essay on Perelandra and encouraged me to believe that there was similar work to be done on the rest of the Trilogy. Robert Snyder, editor emeritus of Christianity and Literature, which published that first essay, provided excellent critical and editorial advice and offered similar encouragement to continue on. I owe an intellectual debt to Doris T. Myers, whose C. S. Lewis in Context (1994) departed from the prevailing image of the self-styled “dinosaur” and demonstrated the fruits of situating Lewis in the maelstrom of modern intellectual, social, and cultural life. I’m also grateful to David Downing for some sharp observations on the Perelandra article; to Dale Nelson for crucial biographical and bibliographical assistance at a later stage of the enterprise; to Charles Huttar for his meticulous analysis of the completed manuscript; and to Alan Jacobs for his generous reading as I neared the home stretch. A special salute to Christopher Mitchell and Marjorie Mead of the Marion E. Wade Center at Wheaton College, where most of the research for this book was conducted. Their hospitality, along with the unflagging efficiency and courtesy of their student assistants, transformed the long hours in the archives into an unforgettable pleasure.

Among the many others who have provided support along the way, I wish to thank my colleagues at Penn State, especially Philip Jenkins, Elizabeth Jenkins, Alan Stoekl, Laura Knoppers, Christopher Clausen, Mark Morrisson, and Robert Caserio. I can’t say enough about the acumen of my graduate assistants—Christopher White, Jeff Pruchnic, Chad Schrock, Eric Howerton, Daniel Story, and Steve van Stempvoort—who never missed a lazy phrase, a misstep in the argument, or a critical sleight of hand. This is a much improved work as a result of their efforts and would be far better still had I been able to attend to all of their red ink. The same is true of the remarkable staff at Oxford University Press. Heartfelt thanks to my senior editor, Cynthia Read, whose high spirits kept me afloat as this manuscript passed time and again through the refiner’s fire; to her assistants Meechal Hoffman and Justin Tackett; and to Christine Dahlin, Rachel Perkins, and Woody Gilmartin. Penn State provided travel support at the outset of this project and a sabbatical leave that allowed me to finish it.

Earlier versions of the chapters on Out of the Silent Planet and Perelandra appeared in Christianity and Literature; in Milton and Popular Culture, edited by Laura Lunger Knoppers and Gregory M. Colón Semenza (Palgrave); and in C. S. Lewis: Views from Wake Forest, edited by Robert Trexler (Zossima Press). Portions of these and other parts of the book were tested out at various gatherings: the Lewis Centennial Conference at Wheaton College (1998); annual regional meetings of the Conference on Christianity and Literature; the Guild of Episcopal Scholars; the Penn State Christian Graduate Association; the Society of the Space Between, 1914–1945; and most recently, the Lewis conference at Wake Forest Baptist Theological Seminary (2007). My sincere thanks to the many unnamed respondents who questioned, qualified, or contradicted my presentations, but whose attentiveness and passion for Lewis kept alive my desire to keep going.




Contents  [image: image]

Abbreviations

Introduction

Darwin in Deep Heaven

I. Out of the Silent Planet

Cosmic Anthropology: Race and Reason on Planet Mars

II. Perelandra

Paradise Reframed: Keeping Time on Planet Venus

III. That Hideous Strength

A Specter Haunting Britain: Gothic Reenchantment on Planet Earth

Conclusion

Further Transpositions: Ransom, Violence, and the Sacred

Appendix A “The Dark Tower”

Appendix B Tables for Converting Page References to Chapter Numbers

Notes

Bibliography

Index




Abbreviations  [image: image]

Page numbers throughout refer to the Scribner trade paperback editions of the Space Trilogy (2003). For those reading different editions, see Appendix B: Tables for Converting Page References to Chapter Numbers. Appendix B also contains similar conversion tables for longer apologetical works—Mere Christianity, Miracles, The Problem of Pain—and for “The Dark Tower.”
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Supposition … presupposes that the actual or real

fact is not the whole of reality. It implies that there are

other spheres, or other provinces of the same sphere, all

connected in a wider universe.

—F. H. Bradley, Essays on Truth and Reality

In the mind of the fallen Archon under whom our

planet groans, the memory of Deep Heaven and the

gods with whom he once consorted is still alive. Nay,

in the very matter of our world, the traces of the

celestial commonwealth are not quite lost.

—C. S. Lewis, Perelandra

Before there was Narnia there were the interplanetary romances, commonly known as the “Space” or “Ransom” Trilogy. C. S. Lewis’s unlikely hero, Elwin Ransom—a Cambridge philologist turned cosmic warrior—may never attain the superstar status of the Pevensie children or see his tales transformed by the magic of the marketplace into a lucrative corporate franchise. The series in which he stars—Out of the Silent Planet (1938), Perelandra (1943), and That Hideous Strength (1945)—occupies a respectable niche in the annals of modern science fiction. But at the start of the new millennium, the Space Trilogy owes much of its resilient shelf life to the reflective glow of The Chronicles of Narnia (1950–1956) and to its author’s enduring reputation as the preeminent religious apologist of our times. When Ransom first appeared on the scene, Clive Staples Lewis was a fortyish academic unknown beyond the lecture halls of Oxford and the compact company of scholars acquainted with The Allegory of Love (1936), his first major study of Medieval and Renaissance literature. By the time of Ransom’s final farewell in 1945, Lewis was a household name in Britain and something of a celebrity in the rest of the English-speaking world. His fame was fueled by a daunting mélange of fiction, lively and inventive apologetics, engaging literary criticism (not yet an oxymoron), and above all, by the four series of immensely popular radio broadcasts (1941–1944)—later assembled into Mere Christianity (1952)—which unexpectedly captured the pulse of an embattled nation. In the decade following Ransom’s debut, there appeared in rapid succession The Problem of Pain (1940), the much-admired Screwtape Letters (1942), Broadcast Talks (1942, the print version of the first and second radio series), A Preface to ‘Paradise Lost’ (1942), Christian Behaviour (1943, the third set of radio talks), Perelandra (1943), The Abolition of Man (1943), Beyond Personality (1944, the final set of broadcasts), That Hideous Strength (1945), The Great Divorce (1946), and Miracles (1947), in addition to some notable essays and other writings. By the close of these anni mirabili Elwin Ransom had been dispatched to his celestial resting place, but his creator was sitting on the cover of Time magazine (September 8, 1947, with his head slightly angled toward the protective wing of a dove on one side, his more visible ear slyly exposed to a pitch-forked tempter on the other). The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe—first of the Narnia chronicles—was still a distant gleam on the horizon.

Lewis’s fighting philologist was conceived in an atmosphere of looming international crisis, and however far he travels from his own planet, the issues surrounding the causes, conduct, and consequences of the Second World War are never far from the surface. Ransom’s first adventure, Out of the Silent Planet, was published in September 1938, three weeks prior to Neville Chamberlain’s infamous appeasement of Hitler at Munich, and it is no accident that most of the novel takes place on the planet named for the god of war. Abducted seemingly by chance and taken to Mars (Malacandra) by a pair of cosmic imperialists, Ransom spends the first part of the narrative struggling with the terrors, real and imaginary, that threaten to engulf him. Lewis’s peace-loving protagonist is not a committed pacifist, as were many in the thirties, but Ransom’s experience on Mars seems calculated to restore confidence in his own courage, which has never recovered from the traumas of the First World War, and to promote “the good element in the martial spirit, the discipline and freedom from anxiety” (L II, 702, 1/31/46), which will be required for the all-but-inevitable struggle ahead. Twelve months later hostilities commenced, and by the time of Ransom’s next appearance in Perelandra, the war had been raging for nearly four years, its outcome still in doubt. In his new role, a more self-assured Ransom travels to a freshly minted creation on Venus (Perelandra) and primes himself for a Christlike battle of wits with the powers of evil, echoing Milton’s elaboration of the biblical temptation in the wilderness in Paradise Regained. But Lewis turns the tables on his hero, who discovers that words and wisdom will not suffice and slowly progresses toward the horrifying realization that he has been called upon to engage in hand-to-hand combat with the Evil One himself. The author’s decision to resolve the conflict in this manner—an open attempt to justify, if not sanctify, the recourse to arms—remains a disturbing aspect of the novel even to sympathetic readers who assent to the position it supports. So does the blood-soaked resolution of Ransom’s last adventure, That Hideous Strength, which appeared in print one week prior to the cataclysmic events at Hiroshima and Nagasaki and portrays the rise and fall of a totalitarian conspiracy on our own planet. Once again, few of Lewis’s readers dispute the justice of the cause, but many never fail to wince at the level of divinely sanctioned violence visited on the architects of the New Leviathan. In light of such scenes, Lewis is often accused of harboring an anachronistic (if not boyishly sadistic) ideal of Christian knighthood scandalously out of place in the modern world. But whether or not we are satisfied by Lewis’s management of the moral and religious issues he raises in these war-torn novels, Elwin Ransom’s three-volume transformation from terrified victim to anointed guardian of the planet bears the unmistakable imprint of the violent conditions of the time.

It is not physical but ideological warfare, however, that dominates the Space Trilogy and ultimately encompasses the war itself. Proceeding from Mars and Venus to the final showdown on our own planet, each new installment examines another facet of the seemingly impassable conflict between Christian tradition and the evolutionary or “developmental” tendencies of modern thought. In his contemporaneous essays Lewis states repeatedly that his target is not the biological theory of evolution, which he regards as a “genuine scientific hypothesis” (“Funeral of a Great Myth” CR 83), but the more deep-seated conceptual paradigm, well established by the time of Darwin’s monumental Origin of Species (1859), which transferred the focal point of creation from a transcendent God to the progressive development of Man. For the most part Lewis is less concerned with the prospect of subhuman ancestry than with a conceptual apparatus that consigns other human beings to subhuman status, or summons up an “evolutionary imperative” to legitimate the suspension of time-honored ethical norms. These issues were increasingly acute in the early twentieth century, when projects for the “transformation of humanity” turned from speculative fictions into real-life legislative agendas for the improvement of the species, and at their most extreme, into lethal crusades to secure the future of the evolutionary process itself. Seen from this vantage point the war against Nazi aggression was not simply a conflict between rival nations in a traditionally fractious continent but a struggle over the very way in which we conceive of human nature and its relations to the rest of the natural order. The outcome of the war drastically altered the political map of the planet, but in setting Ransom’s final battle in postwar England, Lewis makes it clear that the ideological issues at stake in the conflict would not disappear with the demise of fascism. Indeed, they are very much with us today. The capacity for the biotechnical transformation of humanity—driven by the extraordinary developments in genetic, robotic, information, and nanotechnologies—increases on an almost daily basis, and even if (for now) we in the West are somewhat less haunted by the specter of state-enforced eugenics, it seems as though the major concerns of the Space Trilogy are becoming ever more ominous as we move further into the twenty-first century.

The following chapters are designed to accompany readers through each of Elwin Ransom’s adventures and to offer some reflections on the series as a whole, including the unfinished story posthumously published as The Dark Tower (see Appendix A). They draw liberally on earlier full-length studies of the Trilogy—by Martha Sammons (1980), David Downing (1992), and Jared Lobdell (2004)—and on the vast stream of other commentary that shows no sign of exhaustion nearly a half-century after the author’s death.1 This excursion through the Space Trilogy, however, proceeds from three distinctive premises, which account for the organization of its individual chapters and for their prevailing points of view. The first premise issues from the observation that the three novels share the same internal configuration (outlined below), and this common structure sheds light not only on each individual novel but also on the relationships between them. The second premise, which requires some historical reconstruction, calls attention to significant changes in the representation of the modern evolutionary model as the series proceeds from one novel to the next. Each of the three books examines the dire consequences of the developmental paradigm, but over the course of the Trilogy the paradigm itself develops, or in a sense ascends, from the “materialist” assumptions of the first story to the presumably higher “organic” or “vitalist” level of the sequel, and then mutates once again into a “spiritual” principle in the finale. The third premise, which issues from the second, is grounded in the perception that each of the providentially governed communities with which Ransom is associated—the “unfallen” Mars and Venus in the first two novels, and their terrestrial counterpart, the manor of St. Anne’s, in the finale—is constructed not as the polar opposite but the transfiguration or “working-up” (RP 112) of the specific phase of the evolutionary model to which it stands opposed. As we shall see, this final and most complex premise, which is also more consistent with Lewis’s Augustinian view that “bad things are good things perverted” (PPL 66), entails a significant departure from the traditional approach to these novels. Taken together, these three working tenets suggest that the Space Trilogy, which began with no evident master plan and developed gradually over a period of years, is a more integrated and systematically organized series than is generally assumed. More important, they indicate that contrary to Lewis’s self-styled image as an intellectual “dinosaur” stranded in the modern world (“De Descriptione Temporum”SLE 13), the Space Trilogy and its author are at once deeply engaged with the modern intellectual revolution and eager to explore some of the pioneering insights that arose in its wake.
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Figure I.1



Structure

Ransom’s three adventures share a precise internal symmetry. Scholars have long known that the seventeen chapters of Perelandra form a tightly knit unit. Although there are no formal indicators other than chapter numbers, the first part of the novel (chapters 1–7) may be divided into three discrete sections, which proceed toward a climactic center—the temptation scene (chapters 8–10)—followed by another seven-chapter sequence (chapters 11–17) that mirrors the tripartite division of the first seven chapters. On an initial reading we cannot discern this pattern until well into the second half of the novel (if we do so at all), but from a bird’s eye view what emerges is a structure comprised of a central core (chapters 8–10) surrounded by a balanced series of frames: This “ring” structure, in which the later sections of the work circle back to the beginning, is by no means unique to Lewis. 2 But if we keep this formation in mind as we read the novel, we will catch some of the notable shifts in focus as we progress from section to section; and once we’ve crossed the central divide (chapters 8–10) we can appreciate the significant and often extensive network of references through which each successive section in the second half echoes and answers to its counterpart in the first.

No such scholarly consensus exists on the other two novels, which also lack any structural markers other than chapter numbers (though the chapters have titles in the final book). One of the working principles of this study is that Out of the Silent Planet and That Hideous Strength possess the same internal configuration as Perelandra, and conceiving them in this manner yields equally rewarding results. Hence each of the following chapters is divided into segments that reflect the section-by-section development of the novel it examines (see the figures on pp. 28, 66, and 98). This arrangement enables us to follow the narrative through its various twists and turns in each individual volume and to identify some striking similarities in the corresponding sections of consecutive volumes. Many of these correspondences will be identified along the way, but in the conclusion we will examine a compelling instance of this multivolume symmetry: at the identical point in all three novels the previously passive protagonist is placed in a situation that requires personal decision, a commitment to violent action, and a reckoning with the prospect of death. As we shall see, these closely related scenes also form a distinctive progression that reveals the larger design of the series as it unfolds from one novel to the next.

Sequence

Each volume of the Space Trilogy may be read on its own, but Lewis establishes a clear line of continuity and progression over the course of the series. The continuity rests primarily on the conflict between Elwin Ransom and his two ruthless foes—the physicist Weston and the venture capitalist Devine—who are first introduced in Out of the Silent Planet and then resurface in the sequels: Weston in Perelandra and Devine (now Lord Feverstone) in That Hideous Strength. The sense of progression is most apparent in the gradual transformation of Elwin Ransom, but the less evident changes that occur in his enemies, or more important, in the things they represent, bring to the fore a significant but neglected aspect of the Trilogy. In the opening volume, Ransom’s kidnappers are associated with the popular “materialist” view of “orthodox Darwinism” (“Is Theology Poetry?” WG 136)—the infamous “struggle for existence”— especially as it appears in H. G. Wells’s dramatic portrayal of this conflict on an interplanetary scale in The War of the Worlds and elsewhere (see p. 4). In Lewis’s novel the two terrestrial villains use the presumption of their own evolutionary superiority to justify the conquest, displacement, or even the extermination of other rational beings, whether they are members of other species, as they are on Mars, or “inferior” members of our own species here on earth. In Perelandra, Ransom once again encounters Weston, but this time the physicist claims that he has been converted from the crude materialism of the previous book. As a result of his reading in modern “biological philosophy” (P 78), Weston now espouses the developmental vision of “creative” or “emergent” evolution, the former associated with the celebrated philosopher Henri Bergson (Creative Evolution, 1907), the latter with a subsequent movement among British thinkers who modified the Darwinian paradigm to allow more room for novelty, discontinuity, and creative development in the evolutionary process (see p. 5). At first glance, Weston’s conversion may seem a distinction without a difference, since the encounter between Ransom and Weston (or rather the Satanic Un-man who gradually takes possession of Weston’s mind) rapidly descends, as it does in the first book, into a mortal conflict between Christian tradition and evolutionary naturalism. Nevertheless, as Lewis tells us, “the Bergsonian critique of orthodox Darwinism is not easy to answer” (“Is Theology Poetry?” WG 136), and the passage from the “materialist” (or “mechanistic”) view of “orthodox Darwinism” to the “organic” (or “vitalist”) view of creative/emergent evolution plays a constitutive role in the development of the Trilogy. As we shall see, the distinction between these two conceptions of the evolutionary process illuminates some of the notable differences between the “unfallen” worlds of Mars and Venus, and as the ostensible “middle way” between “materialist” and “religious” points of view, Bergson’s new “vitalist” or “Life-Force philosophy” (MC 26) sets the stage for the third formulation of the evolutionary model in the final volume of the series.

In That Hideous Strength Ransom remains on his own planet to battle Devine and his seemingly scientific institution—the National Institute of Co-ordinated Experiments (N.I.C.E.)—whose leaders are actually conspiring with demonic powers to seize control of the evolutionary process and bring about the self-transformation of man into “God almighty … a being made by man—who will finally ascend to the throne of the universe. And rule forever” (THS 176). As paradoxical as it seems, the modern developmental paradigm as it appears in That Hideous Strength is no longer confined within the bounds of its own naturalistic moorings. As the titular allusion to the Tower of Babel suggests, the N.I.C.E. transports us beyond both the “material” (Wellsian) and the “organic” (Bergsonian) realms to the “spiritual” (Babelian) plane of the supernatural “New Man, the man who will not die, the artificial man, free from nature” (THS 174). Strangely enough, as we progress through the Trilogy we are also progressing to seemingly higher forms of the evolutionary model itself as they ascend (and in a sense return) to the transcendent heights of the religious worldview that the new developmental cosmology had presumably left behind.

Other Worlds

In a postwar discussion of his avowed literary model, David Lindsay’s A Voyage to Arcturus (1920), Lewis informs us that “no merely physical strangeness or merely spatial distance will realize that idea of otherness which is what we are always trying to grasp in a story about voyaging through space: you must go into another dimension … you must draw on the only real ‘other world’ we know, that of the spirit” (“On Stories” OS 12).3 It is well known that Lewis endows his “other worlds” on Mars and Venus with attributes drawn from the “medieval model” of the cosmos—“the heavens which declared the glory” (OSP 34)—and populates them with unfallen rational creatures free from the fears and temptations that plague our own wayward species. The singular focus on the medieval model, however, deflects attention from the surprising similarities between the “unfallen” worlds of Mars and Venus and the seemingly antithetical “evolutionary model” propounded by the terrestrial invaders. As we shall see, certain features of Lewis’s Malacandra suggest that this spiritually uncorrupted planet should be viewed not as the polar opposite but as the transfiguration or “up-grading” (RP 118) of the Wellsian war between the species, while the distinctive temporal dynamism of the new Eden on Perelandra may be seen as a sanctified version of Bergson’s own creative evolution. In accord with his Augustinian view that “bad things are good things perverted,” Lewis transforms first the “materialist” and then the “vitalist” views of evolution into “unfallen” worlds that make their terrestrial counterparts appear as parodic distortions of unspoiled and divinely created originals. Seen from this perspective, the distinction between the “Wellsianity” (“Is Theology Poetry?” WG 123) of Out of the Silent Planet and the “Bergsianity” (my term) of Perelandra illuminates not only the changing character of the evil powers in the two “interstellar romances” but also some of the most salient differences between the imaginary worlds that Lewis envisions on Mars and Venus before returning to earth in the final volume of the series.

On an initial reading, Out of the Silent Planet seems to present a relationship of sheer antithesis between Christian and modern “developmental” points of view, the first objectified in the “unfallen” world of Malacandra, the second in Weston’s self-defined mission to perpetuate his “race” by extending the Darwinian “struggle for existence” from our planet to other sectors of the universe. It is significant, however, that Lewis portrays the Malacandrans not as untried innocents but as courageous and disciplined rational beings who have endured and triumphed over an environmental catastrophe—the result of a failed invasion by the “evil one” who corrupted the earth—that permanently damaged the surface of their planet but ultimately failed to turn the ensuing condition of scarcity into a relentless war between the species. The Martians also engage in the ritual of the hunt, a form of divinely sanctioned violence in which rational and irrational creatures participate in a mutually uplifting struggle that manifests the enduring kinship between them (see p. 6). Such similarities to the terrestrial struggle between the species suggest that, in transporting us to an “unfallen” world, Lewis is not simply repudiating but rather transfiguring or “up-grading” (RP 116) the Wellsian vision of Nature “red in tooth and claw” into an “archetype,” or “original,” that simultaneously preserves and “takes up” (RP 116) some of the defining features of the evolutionary conflict itself. Elsewhere in his writings Lewis posits a similar relationship of “copy” to “original” in his discussion of the undeniable “cruelty and wastefulness” of Nature, which he claims “may yet be derived from a principle which is good and fair, may indeed be a depraved and blurred copy of it—the pathological form which it would take in a spoiled Nature” (M 189–190).4 In his novel, the relationship between spoiled copy and original principle is evident not only in the martial discipline of the Malacandrans but also in the striking contrast between our situation on earth, where a single rational species lords it over other animals and even competes ferociously with other members of its own kind, and the circumstances of life on Mars, where three rational species—each with its own distinctive anatomy and temperament— live separately but companionably in mutual acknowledgment of their shared rationality. In chapter after chapter, Elwin Ransom’s honest but misdirected attempt to identify the hierarchy among the three talking species turns on the tension between terrestrial conditions and the interspecies brotherhood on Mars. In this respect, the Martian cosmopolis, in which reason transcends biological difference, is a composite entity—a spiritually uncorrupted planet akin to our visions of the earthly paradise, and at the same time a “sublimation” (RP 112) of the terrestrial “struggle for existence” into a “principle” that simultaneously transfigures the Wellsian “biocentric” view of evolutionary strife and exposes its one-sided view of the natural order. Moreover, to conceive the Darwinian conflict as the “blurred copy” of an uncorrupted “original” is not only more consistent with Lewis’s Platonic/Augustinian theology but also takes us closer to some of his demonstrably modern concerns. Far from simply turning back the clock to a premodern conception of the “heavens,” Lewis’s appropriation of Wells’s evolutionary naturalism builds on the modern preoccupation with order of the “species”—their origins, development, and modes of relationship—while it simultaneously transfigures Wells’s own use of interplanetary conflict to explore the spiritual affliction that produces perpetual strife within our own self-divided species and troubles our relations to the other species with whom we share the earth.5

Perelandra offers a compelling illustration of the “taking up” of the evolutionary model into an imagined archetype. In this second interplanetary struggle, Weston’s shift from materialist “Wellsianity” to “creative evolution” is reflected in the dynamic (and remarkably Bergsonian) character of the new world that Ransom discovers on Venus.6 In a dramatic departure from traditional views of the earthly paradise, Lewis presents the prelapsarian order as a state of continuous flux, a “universe of shifting slopes” (P 34), and he portrays its crowning achievement—its Adam and Eve—as dynamic creatures who are fast learners and seem to develop with every passing moment. Instead of an immutable condition that precedes the fall into time and change, Lewis’s new Eden is a world of perpetual movement in which the one prohibition—its Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil—is to avoid habitation of the “Fixed Land.” This feature of the novel rarely receives the attention it deserves: when it is not simply taken for granted or chalked up as a clever conceit, it is attributed either to the “floating islands” that appear in extant scientific accounts of Venus’s atmosphere, or to hints of an evolving Eden in Milton’s Paradise Lost. These are significant sources, but the shift from Being to Becoming on Lewis’s mobile paradise is so pronounced—and the psychological, spiritual, and cosmological implications of this “inversion of Platonism” explored in such exacting detail—that a more far-reaching alternative suggests itself: the new world on Perelandra is a Christianized “working-up” of “creative evolution” itself.7 In other words, on the basis of his encounter with Bergson and others who followed him, Lewis shows how the fertile but flawed reconception of time in creative/emergent evolution may be “taken up” (RP 115) onto a higher plane and synthesized with the traditional conception of a transcendent Creator in whose image we are made. Just as Out of the Silent Planet at once censures and sublimates Wells’s “orthodox Darwinism,” Perelandra simultaneously rejects and raises Bergson’s more affirmative “organic” theory of evolutionary process, reversing its naturalization of the supernatural and reshaping its model of cosmic progress into a Christian vision of Becoming.

Seen from this perspective, the first two novels of the Space Trilogy form a coherent set. In each instance the journey “into another dimension” involves the “up-grading” (RP 112) of one version of the developmental paradigm into its imagined archetype. But what happens to this process, we might ask, in That Hideous Strength, which takes place on our own planet and depicts the techno-magical sublimation of the evolutionary model onto the “spiritual” plane of the “New Man, the man who will not die”? Lewis has abandoned the literary prototype of the cosmic voyages, but in shifting from “interstellar romances” to the terrestrial “spiritual shockers” of Charles Williams, he is turning to a fictional “formula” (“The Novels of Charles Williams” OS 22) in which the process of imaginary transfiguration to an original informing “principle” continues to play a fundamental part. The Faustian necromancers of Williams’s thrillers are the stuff of Gothic fiction, but at the same time Williams raises Gothic terror to a higher dimension, ingeniously using its revenants, doppelgangers, and other spectral resources to “haunt” his modern protagonists and restore the palpable presence of the divine Omnipotence—the “dreadful goodness” (Descent into Hell 16)—that creates and sustains the ordinary world we inhabit. In a manner that we will later explore in some detail, Lewis follows Williams in the double use of the Gothic to portray the Faustian aspirations of the N.I.C.E. and simultaneously to reaffirm (in a peculiar mixture of Arthurian and Gothic romance) a traditional conception of the supernatural. As in the “up-gradings” of Wells on Mars and Bergson on Venus, the construction of a beatific “original” at the manor of St. Anne’s, like the very form of the novel itself, retains many of the defining elements of the Gothic—above all, its trademark “mixture of the realistic and the supernatural” (L II, 682, 12/6/45)—that ultimately reduces the hideous power of the N.I.C.E. to a distorted Gothic double.

If Lewis constructs his imaginary worlds by “taking up” the very things he is putting down, then we must reconsider the terms of engagement that have traditionally informed the interpretation of this series. Ever since its publication, the Space Trilogy has been read primarily in terms of a sharply defined struggle between religious and naturalistic points of view, the first associated with the “discarded image” of premodern cosmology, the second with the modern developmental paradigm that has supplanted it.8 There is much to support this approach, but it also obscures the more complex process of Lewis’s world-building, which would be better served by conceiving the conflict in these novels not as a clash between antithetical principles but as a relationship between “archetype” and distorted “copy.” In one sense, Lewis’s creation of pristine “originals” out of warped reproductions is merely a skillful adaptation of an age-old polemical maneuver. As the critic Northrop Frye (1976) once described it, the Augustinian strategy of transforming the ideological enemy into a distorted derivative or demonic double reflects “the revolutionary and dialectical element in Christian belief, which is constantly polarizing its truth against the falsehoods of the heathen, but, like other revolutionary doctrines, feels most secure when the dark side takes the form of a heresy that closely resembles itself” (The Secular Scripture 142). Lewis employs this strategy to reduce the opposition to a parodic imitation, but at the same time his imagined archetypes bear witness to an irreducible element of receptivity to the very “falsehoods” he is exposing. Lewis’s Malacandra is not only an “unfallen” planet that reflects the traditional conception of the “heavens”; it is also a transfiguration of the evolutionary model into the site of a modern exploration of the means through which we establish the most basic distinctions between ourselves and other beings—and in particular, the process that makes it possible for certain human beings to relegate other members of their own kind to inferior or subhuman status. Similarly, the emergent Eden on Perelandra, which is virtually inconceivable in the absence of creative evolution, establishes the grounds of compatibility between Christian orthodoxy and a distinctively modern conception of time and temporal process. As for the conclusion of the series, critics have long regarded That Hideous Strength as a “Charles Williams novel by C. S. Lewis” (Green and Hooper, C. S. Lewis: A Biography 205). Nevertheless, the tendency of critics to conceive the rival powers in terms of a sheer antithesis between religious and naturalistic worldviews, or medieval romance and modern realism, covers up Lewis’s ambitious attempt, inspired by Williams’s example, to employ the modern Gothic mix of “the Probable and the Marvellous” (“The Novels of Charles Williams” OS 21) in the service of “a better school of prose story” (“On Stories” OS 17), which would not revert to medieval romance but reactivate the powers of enchantment cast aside by the practitioners of modern realism. In this respect, Lewis’s work should be viewed not as a casual dismissal of the modern imaginary but as a searching exploration of its possibilities. With an appropriate adjustment of our optic, we may begin to see his Space Trilogy less as the irreconcilable struggle between an old-fashioned Christian humanism and a newfangled heresy and more as the effort of a modern Christian writer to sustain and enrich the former through critical engagement with the latter.
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Out of the Silent Planet
Cosmic Anthropology: Race and Reason on Planet Mars

The most useful and least advanced of all human

knowledge seems to me to be that of man …. For how

can the source of inequality among men be known

unless one begins by knowing men themselves?

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin and
  Foundations of Inequality among Men

Something is wrong in your head, hnau from

Thulcandra. There is too much blood in it.

       —Oyarsa of Malacandra to Weston,
     Out of the Silent Planet

In his first venture into science fiction, Out of the Silent Planet (1938), C. S. Lewis presents an encounter between a trio of interplanetary travelers and the rational inhabitants of an alien planet. The fact that Malacandra (Mars) has three rational species, none with bodies identical to our own, gives rise to considerable mayhem. The two villainous earthlings, Devine and Weston, regard the most anthropomorphic Martian species—the sorns—as ignorant “primitives” or “brutes,” and they shoot the seal-like hrossa as if they were mere beasts. The third earthling, Elwin Ransom, whom the villains have abducted in the mistaken belief that the sorns are demanding a sacrificial victim, labors under a different set of illusions. Incited by H. G. Wells and other architects of modern science fiction, Ransom initially envisions the aliens as monstrous bestial predators, and although these preconceptions are soon dispelled, he continues to assume that one of the alien species must dominate (and may well feed upon) the other two. This misapprehension of other rational beings as savages, beasts, or ghastly monstrosities suggests that Lewis is concerned with the modern “biocentric” vision of the “struggle for existence” and its effects on the relations between the different peoples who inhabit the earth and on our imaginary apprehension of life beyond our own world. If nothing else, the peace and equality among the three Martian species, who live separately but never seek to subordinate one another, involve the transfiguration of the terrestrial vision of relentless evolutionary strife into a harmonious community that participates in the beneficent rationality of the cosmic order. As we shall see, the Martians have not been immune to the perils that plague terrestrial existence. As a result of an ancient invasion by the fallen archangel who still reigns over Earth, they have learned to compensate for the irreparable physical damage to the surface of their planet. In the process they also acquired the discipline and courage to overcome the insecurity—and above all the fear of death—that impels the mistrust and violence of life on our own “silent” planet. Moreover, at least one of these rational species exercises these martial virtues in the ritual of the hunt—a form of violence that expresses the ancient kinship—a union of enmity and love—between rational and irrational creatures and enhances the joy of life through the very risk of death. In this respect the imaginary world of Malacandra is a composite entity—an “unfallen” planet akin to our own visions of the terrestrial paradise, but also a “raising up” of the evolutionary struggle for existence into an “original,” or “archetype,” which simultaneously transfigures the “biocentric” view of universal strife and parodies its one-sided character.

One of the functions of Lewis’s fictional collision between terrestrial expectations and extraterrestrial reality is to challenge the evolutionary paradigm of nineteenth-century anthropology, which continues to distort our relations to one another and to the rest of the natural order. At the same time, Lewis’s most remarkable invention—a planet that possesses three rational species—provides a corrective or “cosmic” rationality (“De Futilitate” CR 68) that sets the stage for constructive reflection on the order of terrestrial creation. Thus, in the transit from Earth to Mars, the reader of the novel must keep in mind several distinct but related spheres of reference. At the literal level, Lewis draws on the age-old speculative tradition of the “plurality of worlds” to establish that rationality is not merely a “biological” phenomenon unique to our own species but rather a “spiritual” endowment that transcends its embodiment in any single species. Would we regard one another differently, and treat the rest of the animal kingdom more compassionately, if rationality was distributed among several species and we could behold “reason in an inhuman form” (66)?1 At another level, the unity of the three Martian species underscores the opposite situation here on Earth—the propensity of a single rational species to split into factions that regard each other as inherently inferior to themselves or even as creatures of a different species. More concretely, the openly imperial ambitions of Devine and Weston, compounded by their failure to acknowledge the rationality of the Malacandrans, recalls the long and violent history of Western imperialism and the presumption of rational superiority that has colored Western relations to other peoples of the earth. Finally, as a result of the fact that two of the alien rational species resemble nonhuman animals on our own planet, the novel at yet another level raises issues concerning our problematic relations to the beasts: the persistent confusion and moral quandaries over animal sentience, cognition, and consciousness; the (mis)use of the traditional distinction between rational and nonrational beings to rationalize our indifference and cruelty to other species; and, in light of our presumptive status as the one rational species on the planet, the tendency to forget that we ourselves are embodied creatures inescapably bound to the animal kingdom. In this deceptively simple novel, all three sets of relationships—humans and aliens, humans and other humans, humans and nonrational animals—intersect at various points in the text. Lewis tells the story of first contact between ourselves and other rational species, but woven into this cosmic drama is the distressing record of contact with other members of our own species and with the other creatures with whom we share our planet.2

Lewis’s exploration of our troubled reckonings with human, animal, and extraterrestrial Otherness is at once a meditation on the perennial problems of our fallen state and a critique of the naturalistic orientation of modern thought, particularly in the wake of the Darwinian revolution.3 Unfortunately, the focus on the spiritual dimensions of the novel has led many readers to overlook Lewis’s portrayal of the political and social crises of his own time. In the actions of his two villains, Lewis presents not only a timeless satire on human corruption but also an exposé of European imperialism and the ideological apparatus employed to legitimate it. Moreover, as Devine and Weston tout their own racial supremacy and openly pursue the domination, displacement, or elimination of presumably inferior peoples, it becomes increasingly clear that Lewis is linking the violent legacy of traditional imperialism to the new ideology of militant racism, especially virulent after the Nazi rise to power, which would soon lead to global warfare on an unprecedented scale and a genocidal campaign of unimaginable savagery. In a similar manner, Lewis uses his benign but timorous hero at once to satirize the naturalistic nightmares of H. G. Wells and to address the fears of his contemporaries as international tensions mounted and the prospect of war seemed ever more certain. It is therefore no accident that the events of this novel take place on the planet most closely associated with martial virtue. Ransom’s progressive reorientation from his terrifying Wellsian illusions to his recognition of the beneficent character of the universe beyond his own “silent planet” will go hand in hand with the restoration of his courage. In this respect, Lewis’s attempt to reawaken his readers to the presence of a rationally ordered and divinely governed creation—the “discarded image” obscured by the modern naturalistic worldview—is closely tied to his immediate efforts to speak to the perilous conditions of his time and prepare a frightened people for the inevitable struggle ahead.

I

In an introductory note to his novel, Lewis apologizes for “certain slighting references” to Wells’s science fiction and proceeds to honor his most influential predecessor. Lewis makes no secret of his dependence on Wells, and scholars have demonstrated the extent of his debt to seminal works such as The Time Machine (1895), The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), The War of the Worlds (1898), and especially The First Men in the Moon (1901), upon which he drew extensively for the plot, characters, and incidental details of his novel. Nevertheless, as a result of these “slighting references,” which play a significant role in the novel, it is not surprising that most readers regard Wells primarily as a foil for Lewis’s own assault on evolutionary naturalism and his reassertion of a Christian worldview. But this tendency to emphasize points of contrast between the two authors conceals some of the most significant affiliations between them. Lewis may reject the assumptions of Wells’s evolutionary naturalism, but in his use of alien encounter to explore our problematic relations to each other and to nonhuman animals, he is a resourceful disciple of his literary master.4

In one of his most compelling works of science fiction, The War of the Worlds, Wells describes the invasion of Earth by predatory super-intelligent Martians with “minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish” (52). His narrator, an educated Englishman, sympathetically records the plight of his people, but at the same time he dispassionately situates the extraterrestrial invasion in the naturalistic context of the terrestrial “struggle for existence,” coolly reminding his readers that to the Martians we are “at least as alien and lowly as are the monkeys and lemurs to us.” From this vantage point, Wells’s Martians are treating us no differently from the way we have treated other inhabitants of our own planet:

And before we judge of them too harshly, we must remember what ruthless and utter destruction our own species has wrought, not only upon animals, such as the vanished bison and the dodo, but upon its own inferior races. The Tasmanians, in spite of their human likeness, were entirely swept out of existence in a war of extermination waged by European immigrants, in the space of fifty years. Are we such apostles of mercy as to complain if the Martians warred in the same spirit? (55)

In the very process of asking us to suspend moral judgment upon the Martians (who seem to possess no ethical faculty in any case), the narrator frowns on the actions of our own species. Furthermore, while directing attention to our cold-hearted brutality toward other members of our own kind, the narrator’s reference to the “human likeness” of the Tasmanians exposes the way we rationalize our aggression by consigning the Other to less-than-human status.

By his own account, Wells regarded The War of the Worlds as an attempt to unsettle the modern West from complacency and self-deceptive pride in its own ascendancy. After all, the aliens have targeted the most powerful nation on earth and easily brush aside its most sophisticated weaponry. If in the end the seemingly invincible Martians are themselves swept away by simple bacteria, the unlikely defeat of a mighty invader by humble microbes (appearing soon after the rout of a well-equipped Italian army at the hands of Ethiopian tribesman) serves as a cautionary tale to the imperial powers that currently rule the earth. In this sense, The War of the Worlds, like Heart of Darkness and other turn-of-the-century fiction, displays a certain uneasiness over the very success of Western civilization. The novel registers the diffuse but widespread undercurrent of anxiety over Western technological superiority—its apparent “empire over matter” (52)—and its present hegemony over the other peoples of the planet. The imaginary Martian invasion of imperial England seems to express the fear of recompense in kind for the violence and indifference at the heart of our domination of the globe.5

Similar issues attend Lewis’s most immediate source, The First Men in the Moon, which depicts the lunar expedition of two earthlings—the businessman Bedford and the scientist Cavor—and their discovery of the vast subterranean kingdom of the Selenites. This novel, like The War of the Worlds, focuses more on our fear than our hostility toward the unknown Other, especially after the rather hapless terrestrial intruders are discovered and pursued by the aliens. But the issue of human aggression is never far from the surface: the bankrupt Bedford comforts himself with dreams of colonial exploitation of the Selenites, and in his climactic meeting with the “Grand Lunar” of this physically variable but instinctually unified species, Cavor makes the fatal mistake of describing the fractiousness of our own species and the lethal threat we pose to other species. In this sense Bedford and Cavor, who are the direct ancestors of Devine and Weston, exhibit by turns the fear and aggression that accompany the imperial adventure.

Lewis at once simplifies and complicates Wells’s scenario by reducing the businessman-scientist duo to ruthless predators, while vesting their more humane attributes, and their fears of the mysterious Other, in his hero Ransom.
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