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That Hideous Strength by C. S. Lewis
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Lewis’ third book in his Space Trilogy is definitely the oddball of the bunch!
· Dystopian novel?
· Techno-political satire?
· Sci-fi fairytale?
· Socio-spiritual thriller?
· Arthurian fantasy?
· Modern ‘Tower of Babel’ myth?

C. S. Lewis called That Hideous Strength––the final novel in his ‘Space Trilogy’–– a “modern fairy-tale for grown-ups.” One could place it somewhere between The Magician’s Nephew (from Chronicles of Narnia) and Huxley’s and Orwell’s anti-utopian novels, Brave New World and 1984. Like Magician’s Nephew, Hideous Strength explores the theme of social tyranny. But unlike the classic dystopian stories where the Controllers are already in full control, this story is about the very beginnings of technocratic rule, when the forces of good still have a chance to stop the threat. For that reason, the themes of Lewis’s novel seem especially urgent for us today, as we face questions about the power of Big Tech, Big Pharma, social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook, and so forth.
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Description automatically generated]Illustration of the Tower of Babel by Coenraet Decker, after Lieven Cruyl, featured in The Tower of Babel by Athanasius Kircher (1679)
Lewis drew the title from a 1555 poem about the Tower of Babel which had a lengthy “shadow of that hyddeous strength.” Just as the tower builders in Genesis broke through to the heavens to make a name for themselves, so Lewis’s modern technocrats—the National Institute for Coordinated Experiments (otherwise known as N.I.C.E.)—unwittingly broke the outer shield of “the Silent Planet” (Earth). In doing so, the antagonists of N.I.C.E. “pulled down Deep Heaven upon themselves,” allowing the celestial Powers to assist the spiritual community of St. Anne’s, a resistance group led by the “unitive mystic” Ransom, philologist-turned-explorer hero from previous Space Trilogy books Out of the Silent Planet and Perelandra.[1] In the end, confusion falls upon N.I.C.E., as it did for the biblical Babel builders.
 
The novel’s lead characters are Mark and Jane, a young married couple who don’t see each other until the last page! This is partly due to the fact that their marriage is not doing so well. Both of them have to face their shortcomings as they resist their respective journeys of conversion. Mark is drawn into the inner ring of N.I.C.E. As a budding sociologist, he can be useful in writing propagandistic material, though N.I.C.E.’s real interest in Mark is to get to Jane, whose clairvoyant dreams foretell events yet to come. She, with great reluctance, is drawn into the St. Anne’s group headed by Ransom.
 
N.I.C.E. also has a head. Literally! A severed head kept alive with breathing tubes. The Head is not only an oracle for fallen spirits; it is also a prototype of Man Immortal. Throughout the book Lewis anticipates and critiques contemporary notions of transhumanism, suggesting that the disembodiment involved in such projects will ultimately demean rather than benefit humanity. The Head’s lead technician perceives clearly what’s actually at stake in the quest to control nature, when he says, “Man’s power over Nature means the power of some men over other men with Nature as the instrument.” As Alan Jacobs has pointed out, this line comes verbatim from Lewis’ The Abolition of Man.[2] In his preface to Hideous, Lewis confirms the link: “This is a ‘tall story’ about devilry, though it has behind it a serious ‘point’ which I have made in my Abolition of Man.” The prospect of technocratic control by an elite group of people advised by scientists was no small concern to Lewis. In addition to writing Narnia tales and books on Christian apologetics, Lewis wrote over 30 books and articles which addressed trends in modern applied science.
 
After Hideous’ publication in 1945, numerous critics claimed that Lewis was anti-science, a charge often leveled in our own day against anyone who raises questions about the development or application of new technologies.[3] Lewis routinely denied this charge, explaining that he did not oppose science but rather “Scientism,” the unchecked belief in Progress which allows for no “wholesome doubt.”[4] In Abolition and Hideous, Lewis illuminated connections between an emerging subjective philosophy in academic settings that disregarded the role of moral values inherent to all human cultures and the rise of Scientism. Abolition is a treatise on how society could ‘progress’ to dehumanizing values, enabling total technocratic control with no constraints. 
 
That Hideous Strength is a rich reflection on these themes of transhumanism, Scientism, technocracy, and propaganda, but it is not an easy read! It is a jumble of literary genres and full of obscure references. And have I mentioned that Merlin from the Arthurian legend comes back to life? And planetary beings descend to earth? But if science fiction addressing these kinds of philosophical themes appeals to you, then you too, like Mark and Jane, will be ‘drawn in.’ And Lewis’s imaginative critique may be more needed now than ever, as Sanford Schwartz has recently observed:
 
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.[5]
 
It seems that both Lewis and Tolkien (whose Rings of Power in The Lord of the Rings serve as a similar kind of parable about the perils of technology) had prescient understandings of how modern Western civilization would unfold if technocratic trends took over.[6] The keen reader of Hideous will heed its message for our own world.
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The human race is to become all Technocracy.”

Man has goft to take charge of man—which means
that some men must take charge of the rest by . . .
biochemical conditioning and direct manipulation
of the brain, to create a new type of man!”

If Science is really given a free hand it can
now take over the human race and
re-condition it: make man a really efficient
animal. If it doesn't—well, we're done.”

We don't want the world furred over by organic life.
We must get rid of it . . . Learn to make our brains
live with less and less body: learn to build our bodies
directly with chemicals.”
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