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The Negation of Man 
The light shines in the darkness 

S 
hall I tell you of where lies our Hope? For I 

know. I know with absolute authority where 

Hope resides; more so, where it does not and in 

whom Hope has been overcome. “In the begin-

ning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 

Word was God. He was in the beginning with God; all 

things were made through him, and without him was not 

anything made that was made. In him was life, and the 

life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, 

and the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:1-5).  

Now, no doubt there are many, so 

many as to overwhelm, in whom their 

trust and hope is misplaced in the 

flesh of man, not in the Word made 

flesh. I am reminded of the ancient 

prophet, Jeremiah in the land of Judah 

and the words of the Lord: “Cursed is 

the man who trusts in man and makes 

flesh his arm, whose heart turns away 

from the Lord” (Jer 17:5). Elsewhere, 

Jeremiah cries out, as do we in the 

darkness overcoming, “I have become 

a laughingstock all the day; everyone 

mocks me. … For I hear many whis-

pering. Terror is on every side! ‘Denounce him! Let us de-

nounce him!’ say all my familiar friends, watching for my 

fall. ‘Perhaps he will be deceived, then we can overcome 

him, and take our revenge on him’” (Jer 20:8, 10). I am fur-

ther reminded of something Chesterton wrote nearly a 

century ago—more recent than Jeremiah but every bit as 

germane. 

In the days of my youth the Religion of Humanity was 

a term commonly applied to Comtism,1 the theory of 

certain rationalists who worshipped corporate mankind 

as a Supreme Being.  Even in the days of my youth, I 

remarked that there was something slightly odd about 

despising and dismissing the doctrine of the Trinity as a 

mystical and even maniacal contradiction; and then 

asking us to adore a deity who is a hundred million 

persons in one God, neither confounding the persons 

nor dividing the substance. 

But there is another entity, more or less definable and 

much more imaginable than the many-headed and 

monstrous idol of mankind. And it has a much better 

right to be called, in a reasonable sense, the religion of 

humanity. Man is not indeed the idol; but man is almost 

everywhere the idolator. And these multitudinous idol-

atries of mankind have something about them in many 

ways more human and sympathetic than modern meta-

physical abstractions. … An Ethical Hymn-book of this 

humanitarian sort of religion was carefully selected and 

expurgated on the principle of preserving anything 

human and eliminating anything divine.2 

Nearly a fortnight ago, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger 

spoke of Andrei Sakhorov, telling his audience, “Sakharov 

was great as a physicist, but he was above all great as a 

human being, as a passionate and 

fearless fighter for human dignity and 

freedom. He accepted the price of 

suffering imposed on him by the 

Communist regime, whose mendacity 

and inhumanity he unmasked before 

the eyes of the world public. This pub-

lic admired him, but at the same time 

it was unwilling to stop flirting with 

the ideology on account of which he 

suffered.”3  

Sakharov was among the important 

representatives of his science, physics, 

but he was more than an important 

scientist: he was a great man. He 

fought for the humanity of man, for his ethical dignity 

and his freedom, and therefore also accepted the price 

of suffering, persecution, and the renunciation of the 

possibility of doing further scientific work. Science can 

serve mankind, but it can also become an instrument of 

evil and then bestow on the latter its full horror. Only 

when it is undergirded by ethical responsibility is it 

capable of realizing its true essence. 

I do not know when or how this relation of science to 

ethics became clear to Sakharov in all its seriousness. A 

short note concerning an incident from the year 1955 

gives some indication. In November 1955, very im-

portant thermo-nuclear weapons tests had been started, 

which resulted in tragic events: the death of a young 

soldier and of a young twelve-year-old girl. During a 

little banquet that followed, Sakharov proposed a toast 

in which he expressed his hope that Russian weapons 

would never explode over cities. The one in charge of 

the test, a high-ranking officer, declared in his response 
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that the job of scientists was to improve weapons, and 

the way in which they were utilized was not their busi-

ness; their understanding, he thought, was not compe-

tent for that. Sakharov commented on this remark, say-

ing that he already believed then what he still believes 

today: namely, “that no man whatsoever can reject his 

share of the responsibility for a matter on which the 

existence of mankind depends.” Basically, the officer—

perhaps without realizing it—had refused to 

acknowledge that ethics has its own dimension in 

which every person is competent. In his view, apparent-

ly, only special competencies of a scientific, political, 

and military nature exist. In truth, there is no special 

competency that could confer the right to kill human 

beings or to have them killed. The denial of the gen-

eral human capacity to judge what concerns man as 

man creates a new class system and thereby degrades 

everyone, because then man no longer exists as such. 

The negation of the ethical principle, the negation of 

this organ of knowledge, prior to any specialization, 

which we call conscience, is the negation of man.4 
[emphasis added] 

In using the term “negation of man,” Ratzinger’s words 

echo that of C.S. Lewis, who had spoken of the Abolition of 

Man nearly eighty years before. At the beginning of the 

third chapter, Lewis cited the final paragraph of Part One, 

Section IV of John Bunyan’s masterpiece Pilgrim’s Progress, 

“It 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.” 

‘Man’s conquest of Nature’ is an expression often used 

to describe the progress of applied science. ‘Man has 

Nature whacked,’ said someone to a friend of mine not 

long ago. In their context the words had a certain tragic 

beauty, for the speaker was dying of tuberculosis. ‘No 

matter,’ he said, ‘I know I’m one of the casualties. Of 

course there are casualties on the winning as well as on 

the losing side. But that doesn’t alter the fact that it is 

winning.’ I have chosen this story as my point of depar-

ture in order to make it clear that I do not wish to dis-

parage all that is really beneficial in the process de-

scribed as ‘Man’s conquest’, much less all the real devo-

tion and self-sacrifice that has gone to make it possible. 

But having done so I must proceed to analyse this con-

ception a little more closely. In what sense is Man the 

possessor of increasing power over Nature? 

Let us consider three typical examples: the aeroplane, 

the wireless, and the contraceptive. In a civilized com-

munity, in peace-time, anyone who can pay for them 

may use these things. But it cannot strictly be said that 

when he does so he is exercising his own proper or in-

dividual power over Nature. If I pay you to carry me, I 

am not therefore myself a strong man. Any or all of the 

three things I have mentioned can be withheld from 

some men by other men—by those who sell, or those 

who allow the sale, or those who own the sources of 

production, or those who make the goods. What we call 

Man’s 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 pa-

tient 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 Man’s 

power over Nature turns out to be a power exercised 

by some men over other men with Nature as its instru-

ment.  

It is, of course, a commonplace to complain that men 

have hitherto used badly, and against their fellows, the 

powers that science has given them. But that is not the 

point I am trying to make. I am not speaking of particu-

lar corruptions and abuses which an increase of moral 

virtue would cure: I am considering what the thing 

called ‘Man’s power over Nature’ must always and 

essentially be. No doubt, the picture could be modified 

by public ownership of raw materials and factories and 

public control of scientific research. But unless we have 

a world state this will still mean the power of one na-

tion over others. And even within the world state or 

the nation it will mean (in principle) the power of 

majorities over minorities, and (in the concrete) of a 

government over the people. And all long-term exer-

cises of power, especially in breeding, must mean the 

power of earlier generations over later ones.5 [emphasis 

added]  

Here then is the crux, the matter which must not be 

named, for to do so admits the truth: man is not divine, 

man is a creature of divine creation, not the divine creator 

of his own design. Man has been created, with free will, a 

mind capable of reason and a soul aching for heaven, not 

of this earth, but with God for all eternity. What John Bun-

yan wrote was of the slavery of sin, the slave master, the 

devil, and hell his household. Ratzinger speaks of a “new 

utopia of banality,” “a liberal society in which absolute 

values and standards will no longer exist; the only thing 

worth the trouble of pursuing will be well-being.” He asks 
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the question we all should be asking and demanding an-

swers, “How can the free world do justice to its moral re-

sponsibility?” 

Freedom keeps its dignity only if it stays connected 

with its ethical foundation and mission. A freedom that 

consisted solely of being able to satisfy one’s needs 

would not be a human freedom; it would remain in the 

animal realm. Deprived of its content, individual free-

dom abolishes itself, because the individual’s freedom 

can exist only in an order of freedoms. Freedom needs a 

communal content that we could define as the guaran-

tee of human rights. To put it another way: the concept 

of freedom by its very essence calls for supplementation 

by two other concepts: law and the good. We could say 

that part of freedom is the ability of the conscience to 

perceive the fundamental values of mankind that con-

cern everyone. 

Sakharov … saw clearly that freedom is often under-

stood egotistically and superficially. One cannot wish 

for freedom for oneself alone; freedom is indivisible 

and must always be regarded as a mission for all man-

kind. This means that one cannot have it without sacri-

fices and renunciation. It demands that we take care 

that morality, as a public, communal tie, is understood 

in such a way that, although it is powerless in itself, 

people acknowledge its true power at the service of 

mankind. Freedom demands that governments and all 

who have responsibility bow before what stands there 

defenseless by itself and cannot exercise coercion.6 

Two things are worthy of mention concerning the 

Abolition of Man. The first is noteworthy for placing the 

title in context: its subtitle, Reflections on Education with 

Special Reference to the Teaching of English in the Upper Forms 

of Schools was originally delivered as a series of three 

evening lectures at King’s College, Newcastle, part of the 

University of Durham, as the Riddell Memorial Lectures 

on February 24-26, 1943. Lewis used these lectures as a 

starting point for a defense of objective value and natural 

law as well as a warning of the consequences of doing 

away with or “debunking” those things. He defended sci-

ence as something worth pursuing but criticized using it 

to debunk values, the value of science itself being among 

them, or defining it to exclude such values. Lewis, toward 

the end of his third lecture speaks of the Conditioners, 

those who have set themselves above the common man. 

For the power of Man to make himself what he pleases 

means, as we have seen, the power of some men to 

make other men what they please. In all ages, no doubt, 

nurture and instruction have, in some sense, attempted 

to exercise this power. But the situation to which we 

must look forward will be novel in two respects. In the 

first place, the power will be enormously increased. 

Hitherto the plans of educationalists have achieved 

very little of what they attempted and indeed, when we 

read them—how Plato would have every infant ‘a bas-

tard nursed in a bureau’, and Elyot would have the boy 

see no men before the age of seven and, after that, no 

women, and how Locke wants children to have leaky 

shoes and no turn for poetry—we may well thank the 

beneficent obstinacy of real mothers, real nurses, and 

(above all) real children for preserving the human race 

in such sanity as it still possesses. But the manmoulders 

of the new age will be armed with the powers of an 

omnicompetent state and an irresistible scientific tech-

nique: we shall get at last a race of conditioners who 

really can cut out all posterity in what shape they 

please.7  

Thus at first they may look upon themselves as servants 

and guardians of humanity and conceive that they have 

a ‘duty’ to do it ‘good’. But it is only by confusion that 

they can remain in this state. They recognize the con-

cept of duty as the result of certain processes which 

they can now control. Their victory has consisted pre-

cisely in emerging from the state in which they were 

acted upon by those processes to the state in which they 

use them as tools. One of the things they now have to 

decide is whether they will, or will not, so condition the 

rest of us that we can go on having the old idea of duty 

and the old reactions to it. How can duty help them to 

decide that? Duty itself is up for trial: it cannot also be 

the judge. And ‘good’ 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 de-

cide. It is absurd to fix on one of the things they are 

comparing and make it the standard of comparison. 

To some it will appear that I am inventing a factitious 

difficulty for my Conditioners. Other, more simple-

minded, critics may ask, ‘Why should you suppose they 

will be such bad men?’ But I am not supposing them to 

be bad men. They are, rather, not men (in the old sense) 

at all. They are, if you like, men who have sacrificed 

their own share in traditional humanity in order to de-

vote themselves to the task of deciding what 

‘Humanity’ shall henceforth mean. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’, 

applied to them, are words without content: for it is 

from them that the content of these words is hencefor-

ward to be derived. Nor is their difficulty factitious. We 

might suppose that it was possible to say ‘After all, 

most of us want more or less the same things —food 

and drink and sexual intercourse, amusement, art, sci-

ence, and the longest possible life for individuals and 

for the species. Let them simply say, This what we  
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happen to like, and go on to condition men in the way 

most likely to produce it. Where’s the trouble?’ But this 

will not answer. In the first place, it is false that we all 

really like the same things. But even if we did, what 

motive is to impel the Conditioners to scorn delights 

and live laborious days in order that we, and posterity, 

may have what we like? Their duty? But that is only the 

Tao, which they may decide to impose on us, but which 

cannot be valid for them. If they accept it, then they are 

no longer the makers of conscience but still its subjects, 

and their final conquest over Nature has not really hap-

pened. The preservation of the species? But why should 

the species be preserved? One of the questions before 

them is whether this feeling for posterity (they know 

well how it is produced) shall be continued or not. 

However far they go back, or down, they can find no 

ground to stand on. Every motive they try to act on 

becomes at once a petitio. It is not that they are bad 

men. They are not men at all. Stepping outside the Tao, 

they have stepped into the void. Nor are their subjects 

necessarily unhappy men. They are not men at all: they 

are artefacts. Man’s final conquest has proved to be the 

abolition of Man. 

Yet the Conditioners will act. When I said just now that 

all motives fail them, I should have said all motives 

except one. All motives that claim any validity other 

than that of their felt emotional weight at a given mo-

ment have failed them. Everything except the sic volo, 

sic jubeo has been explained away. But what never 

claimed objectivity cannot be destroyed by subjectiv-

ism. The impulse to scratch when I itch or to pull to 

pieces when I am inquisitive is immune from the sol-

vent which is fatal to my justice, or honour, or care for 

posterity. When all that says ‘it is good’ has been de-

bunked, what says ‘I want’ remains. It cannot be ex-

ploded or ‘seen through’ because it never had any pre-

tentions. The Conditioners, therefore, must come to be 

motivated simply by their own pleasure. I am not here 

speaking of the corrupting influence of power nor ex-

pressing the fear that under it our Conditioners will 

degenerate. The very words corrupt and degenerate 

imply a doctrine of value and are therefore meaningless 

in this context. 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. 

We may legitimately hope that among the impulses 

which arise in minds thus emptied of all ‘rational’ or 

‘spiritual’ motives, some will be benevolent. I am very 

doubtful myself whether the benevolent impulses, 

stripped of that preference and encouragement which 

the Tao teaches us to give them and left to their merely 

natural strength and frequency as psychological events, 

will have much influence. I am very doubtful whether 

history shows us one example of a man who, having 

stepped outside traditional morality and attained pow-

er, has used that power benevolently. I am inclined to 

think that the Conditioners will hate the conditioned. 

Though regarding as an illusion the artificial conscience 

which they produce in us their subjects, they will yet 

perceive that it creates in us an illusion of meaning for 

our lives which compares favourably with the futility of 

their own: and they will envy us as eunuchs envy men. 

But I do not insist on this, for it is a mere conjecture. 

What is not conjecture is that our hope even of a 

‘conditioned’ happiness rests on what is ordinarily 

called ‘chance’—the chance that benevolent impulses 

may on the whole predominate in our Conditioners. For 

without the judgement ‘Benevolence is good’—that is, 

without re-entering the Tao—they can have no ground 

for promoting or stabilizing these impulses rather than 

any others. By the logic of their position they must just 

take their impulses as they come, from chance. And 

Chance here means Nature. It is from heredity, diges-

tion, the weather, and the association of ideas, that the 

motives of the Conditioners will spring. Their extreme 

rationalism, by ‘seeing through’ all ‘rational’ motives, 

leaves them creatures of wholly irrational behaviour. If 

you will not obey the Tao, or else commit suicide, obe-

dience to impulse (and therefore, in the long run, to 

mere ‘nature’) is the only course left open. 

At the moment, then, of Man’s victory over Nature, we 

find the whole human race subjected to some individu-

al men, and those individuals subjected to that in them-

selves which is purely ‘natural’—to their irrational im-

pulses. Nature, untrammelled by values, rules the Con-

ditioners and, through them, all humanity. Man’s con-

quest of Nature turns out, in the moment of its consum-

mation, to be Nature’s conquest of Man. Every victory 

we seemed to win has led us, step by step, to this con-

clusion. 

My point may be clearer to some if it is put in a differ-

ent form. Nature is a word of varying meanings, which 

can best be understood if we consider its various oppo-

sites. The Natural is the opposite of the Artificial, the 

Civil, the Human, the Spiritual, and the Supernatural. 

The Artificial does not now concern us. If we take the 

rest of the list of opposites, however, I think we can get 

a rough idea of what men have meant by Nature and 

what it is they oppose to her. 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 quanti-

ty, 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 effi-

cient causes (or, in some modern systems, of no causali-

ty at all) as against final causes. Now I take it that when 
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we understand a thing analytically and then dominate 

and use it for our own convenience, we reduce it to the 

level of ‘Nature’ 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. … It is not the 

greatest of modern scientists who feel most sure that 

the object, stripped of its qualitative properties and re-

duced to mere quantity, is wholly real. Little scientists, 

and little unscientific followers of science, may think so. 

The great minds know very well that the object, so 

treated, is an artificial abstraction, that something of its 

reality has been lost. 

From this point of view the conquest of Nature appears 

in a new light. We reduce things to mere Nature in or-

der that we may ‘conquer’ them. We are always con-

quering Nature, because ‘Nature’ is the name for what 

we have, to some extent, conquered. The price of con-

quest is to treat a thing as mere Nature. Every 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 psychoana-

lyse her.8. 

I am struck, especially so, by Lewis’ response to more 

simple-minded critics who would ask why he supposed 

the Conditioners would necessarily be such bad men: “I 

am not supposing them to be bad men. They are, rather, 

not men (in the old sense) at all. They are, if you like, men 

who have sacrificed their own share in traditional human-

ity in order to devote themselves to the task of deciding 

what ‘Humanity’ shall henceforth mean.” It sounds all too 

much like a quote from the movie Goldfinger: [Bond] “Do 

you expect me to talk?” [Goldfinger] “No, Mr. Bond, I ex-

pect you to die.” 

Today, we are facing a series of crises with no imme-

diate remedy or cure in sight. That is how some prefer it. 

They are the Conditioners, disciples of Comtism, the secu-

lar Religion of Humanity, slavers who would enslave us 

and improve natural man into their own image and like-

ness. It is incredibly easy to recognize Conditioners for 

they do not believe in God, in the Word Incarnate; they 

cannot, dare not, will not invoke his name. You will find 

them in the classroom, in the public square, never will 

they kneel before their God for they are like gods in whom 

we must bow in obeisance or be cancelled, extinguished, 

tossed into a basket full of deplorables. The world has 

grown dark, darkness threatens to overcome, but the light 

of truth cannot be hidden. Know the truth and the truth 

shall set you free. 
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