Week 3: Goodness, naturalism and nihilism
Books: Miracles (ch. 3: ‘The cardinal difficulty of naturalism’); The Abolition of Man; That Hideous Strength
Essay: ‘De futilitate’ and ‘The poison of subjectivism’ in Christian Reflections
One key thread running through Lewis’s books, essays and addresses is his opposition to naturalism as a dominant intellectual force. At times this took the form of an argument (as in Miracles), but perhaps more importantly, it is expressed as a warning: of what humanity would look like without an orientation towards an objectively real, transcendent goodness. We will consider the connection between cultural critique and theology in his writing.
See also: Peter Van Inwagen, ‘C. S. Lewis’ argument against naturalism’ in Res Philosophica, 90:1.

Notes
The argument that Lewis puts forward in this section of Miracles is intended to be a negative one: to show the incoherence of believing that naturalism is true; or to show that naturalism is self-refuting. The reason this is the first substantial task that the book embarks upon is fairly obvious: belief in miracles depends on belief in the supernatural, because a miracle is ‘an interference with nature by a supernatural power’ (a definition which a theologian might have some problems with...). Naturalism denies the existence of any supernatural realm, or being, and so rules out the possibility of miracles. 
Lewis has various strategies to undermine this position. In places in his imaginative fiction, he satirises it, or shows its unappealing, deadening, joylessness (e.g. the character Weston, in the science fiction trilogy). He also sometimes attempts a fairly loose apologetic strategy; to show that, all things considered, it doesn’t represent an adequate account of the human situation; that it can’t account satisfactorily for our own intuitive sense of the reality of objective moral judgement, rational insight or the deepest feelings that characterise our lives. But in this chapter of miracles, he also attempts a tight, logical argument: that naturalism is self-defeating, or self-refuting, and so therefore it can’t be true. This is a different kind of intellectual task, like the difference between showing that it makes good sense to believe in God, in contrast to proving that God must exist. Philosophers of religion have become quite sensitive to these distinctions, and as we will see, Lewis is not always clear which kind of task he is attempting at any one moment. 
He central conclusion seems to be the one expressed on p. 14-15:
‘Unless human reasoning is valid no science can be true. 
It follows that no account of the universe can be true unless that account leaves it possible for our thinking to be a real insight. A theory which explained everything else in the whole universe but which made it impossible to believe that our thinking was valid, would be utterly out of court. For that theory would itself have been reached by thinking, and if thinking is not valid that theory would, of course, be itself demolished. It would have destroyed its own credentials. It would be an argument which proved that no argument was sound – a proof that there are no such things as proofs – which is nonsense.’
In order for Lewis’s argument to work, he has to show, then, that what he calls ‘naturalism’ does in fact do this: that it ‘destroys its own credentials’ by making it ‘impossible to believe that our thinking is valid’. So that’s what we will consider below: 1) does Lewis show that naturalism, as he understands it, necessarily does this? And 2) what does he say, along the way, that might be valid or interesting in its own right, apart from this central argument? To summarise, my own view is that the answer to 1) is ‘not quite’ and 2) ‘quite a lot’: much of what Lewis writes in this chapter is illuminating, but the central, logical, argument does not seem to be well-established here. 

Defining terms: naturalism and miracles
One immediate problem in assessing Lewis’ argument is of getting clear on what belief, or set of beliefs, he intends to refute. In an obvious sense, his target is a fairly loose intellectual prejudice – the one that excludes the possibility of miracles. In that sense, ‘naturalism’ partly just means ‘the beliefs that prevent a person from believing in miracles’. But naturalism has to be something more than just the tendency to disbelieve in miracles, if it is to be refuted by an argument; it has to have a clear conceptual structure if it is to be found to be self-refuting. 
So what is naturalism? The chapter often seems to be working on the fairly loose definition: naturalism is the belief that there is nothing ‘other than’ nature. But that definition is imprecise in an important way: a person could hold that all sorts of things are natural, and part of nature: atoms, animals, feelings, logical truths, even miracles (in fact Simone Weil, writing in about 1943, had already briefly outlined a basically naturalistic view of miracles, whereby miracles might be understood to always happen under certain conditions – spiritual, moral conditions – just as strictly as physical events happen under certain conditions).
At other times, Lewis seems to rely on the concept of the ‘total system’: in this view, naturalism would be the thought that all of reality is a single system, governed by deterministic laws that allow us to explain what happens – laws that could, in theory be discovered, and could, in theory, allow us to see how every particular thing that happens must happen. So, naturalism is the thought—or perhaps hope—that we could, in principle, give the cause of a thought, or a feeling, just as much as we could explain the movement of a marble, or an atom, because human beings can be considered as part of nature in just the same way that an atom, or a plant, or a star, is a part of nature. 
In fact, the word ‘naturalism’ can be used in a range of ways. One helpful distinction, drawn by the atheist Michael Ruse, is between methodological naturalism and metaphysical naturalism. The former is just the working assumption of all scientific method: assume that things have natural causes that one can enquire into, rather than supernatural causes that one cannot (in other words: the scientist necessarily has to rule out the occurrence of miracles in their experiment, or the experiment would not be worth doing). If one works on this ‘naturalistic’ assumption that natural events have natural causes, then scientific progress is possible. But methodological naturalism does not need to imply metaphysical naturalism, which is a belief about reality as such. Methodological naturalism does not need to imply any metaphysical commitment at all; it might go along, say, with a general skepticism towards all metaphysical claims about reality as such – whether these are theistic or materialistic, etc. In fact, at times in this chapter, Lewis seems to be targeting ‘naturalism’ precisely on these grounds – that it is an unwarranted metaphysical claim about things beyond experience (i.e. about ‘the total system’). At the end he considers, in passing, the possibility of a pragmatic refusal of metaphysical issues altogether, in connection with the evolutionary account of rationality: perhaps rationality is simply a very useful tool that evolved in the hominin line. But in that case, he writes, we have to rule out both theistic and naturalistic metaphysical claims about God or ‘the total system’ (nature as such): ‘
‘Nature is not an object that can be presented either to the senses or the imagination. IT can be reached only by the most remote inferences. [. . .] IT is the hoped for, assumed unification in a single interlocked system of all the things inferred form our scientific experiments.’ 
In this sense, then, what Lewis has in mind is what Ruse calls metaphysical naturalism – and a very ambitious, strict version of metaphysical naturalism. When seen as an argument against a very strictly physicalistic, deterministic naturalism, as an all encompassing metaphysical view, rather than a methodology, Lewis’s argument makes more sense. 
It is also worth commenting on his account of miracles. At the start of chapter two, he defines a miracle in terms of an interference with nature by a divine power – something outside of nature. He does not seem to notice how problematic theologically—and unbiblical—this definition is. As Herbert McCabe OP, the Thomist Christian philosopher, pointed out in a well-known article on creation, it makes no sense to think of God ‘interfering’ with nature: God is too intimately involved, as the sustainer and orderer of nature, to ‘interfere’. By ‘God’ we mean that which causes all things to exist, to continue to exist, and to exist in the way in which they exist. In short, ‘God’ is that which upholds reality, at every moment. 
Simone Weil, writing in 1943, also makes a point along these lines.  In contrast to Lewis, she argues that miracles present no problem at all to the scientific worldview, because seen from one point of view, they are just an event, on a part with all other events:
To say that it [a miracle] a fact contrary to the laws of nature is to say something completely devoid of significance. We do not know what the laws of nature are. We can only make suppositions in regard to them. If the laws we suppose are contradicted by facts, it shows that our supposition was at any rate in part erroneous.
[. . .]To say that a miracle is the effect of a particular act of volition on the part of God is no less absurd. Amidst all the events which take place, we have no right to maintain that certain of them rather than others are the result of God’s will. All we know, in a general way, is that everything which happens, without any exception, is in accordance with the will of God considered as Creator…’ (The Need for Roots, p. 260, 263).
So perhaps to say that occasionally God interferes with nature is to put God in a fundamentally different position in relation to ‘nature’ than is implied by the idea of creation: if creation is something that God is doing how can God interfere with what God is doing?  So in one sense, Lewis’s definition of miracle might actually concede far too much to the naturalistic worldview that he’s trying to critique, by accepting that, apart from the supernatural exceptions, nature just ‘goes on as it is’, with no supernatural assistance, until it is ‘interfered with’. But Weil’s point is that the fact that nature is regular, ordered, intelligible etc. is itself the primary testimony to its being created.
But there is also the point that, in the Gospels, at least, miracles are not understood as violations of exceptionless natural laws, but in terms of signs that point towards what God is doing. Jesus does not simply interfere with the operation of natural laws (by, say, making things float, or change places like a magician); his miracles demonstrate what it means to say that the kingdom of heaven is drawing near: the lame walk, the lepers are incorporated into communities, the dead are raised. One theological problem with Lewis’s definition of miracle is that it could end up being seen as pointing to the bare fact of the existence of God, whereas in the gospels the miracles point to who God is, what God is doing, not in virtue of their being exceptions to natural laws, but in virtue of their meaning in which they are received. But we will leave these objections to one side!

Causes vs. reasons
The attempt to show that naturalism is self-refuting turns on the distinction between causal explanation and reason-giving – or between two senses of the word ‘because’: the because of cause and effect, where one event is explained in terms of how it was produced by antecedent events; the because of reason, where a conclusion, or belief, is explained by the reasons that support it. The naturalist supposes that everything in reality has a cause, and that all of reality is connected by a pattern of cause and effect that could, in principle, be expressed in terms of natural laws. And the rational person assumes that it is possible to give reasons for beliefs – to discuss, argue and converse as if one can come to a conclusion ‘because’ of the rational grounds for that conclusion. Lewis’s basic point is this: if we consider ourselves, and our own thinking, as part of the natural world (as the naturalist, to be consistent, must) then it should follow that even the conclusions of our own reasoning will, eventually, be shown to be caused by the operation of prior events, and the laws of nature, just as much as the position of a planet at any given moment, or the flight path of a falling seed. And if that were true, it would mean that no conclusion would ever be accepted rationally – for a reason – because the real reason for its acceptance would be the antecedent causes that produced that particular thought, or belief. All beliefs, all holding-as-true, and all the intellectual activity that leads up to such conclusions, would be caused, and if they are caused by the mere operation of ‘the total system’, no conclusion could be rationally accepted as true. But since naturalism is a rational position, this would also apply to it – and so naturalism itself could never be accepted for a reason. Hence, it is self-refuting.
Things can get tricky when one starts to analyse this train of thought. One reason is precisely because it is a reductio ad absurdum: the conclusion itself is incoherent, and is meant to be incoherent. It is rather like the moment in a time-travel film where the protagonist, having one back in time, realises that as a result of their actions, they themselves have never been born. This eventuality can be stated, or shown, in the narrative, but when one presses the point, it’s hard to imagine what it would mean to say that a person could realise that they had never been born.  Similarly, it is hard to imagine what it means to say ‘it is true that no human person ever holds a belief because it is true’. And this is precisely Lewis’s point: naturalism, when whole-heartedly embraced has to lead to absurdity, and just as some kinds of materialism absurdly lead to the denial of the existence of conscious experience, or the affirmation of consciousness as an illusion. 
But there are a couple of weak points in the discussion which are worth noting. 
We can begin by noting that Lewis is wrestling here with a very old philosophical issue: how to understand the human intellect in relation to the rest of the natural world. In one sense, it makes sense to see ourselves as part of the natural world. We are physical beings, and our brains, upon which (it seems… leaving aside the philosophical questions about mind and brain!) we depend in order to think, to converse, debate, etc. are physical things. And we know that physical things are subject to the natural laws that govern the behaviour of their constituents: the behaviour of a substance like blood; the behaviour of electro-chemical signals that are involved in neuro-transmission; the behaviour the electron fields/waves/particles that are inside each atom of the body. Lewis grants that, in one sense, the fact that I am having a thought say, about, natural laws, can in some sense be considered to be a fact about the physical world. Or at least, he seems to grant this point to the  naturalist, without contesting it. Elsewhere, Lewis does seem to contest this basic point: in the earlier address ‘De futilitate’, he writes:
‘The brain may be in all sorts of relations to the star no doubt: it is in a spatial relation, and a time relation, and a quantitative relation. But to talk of one bit of matter as being true about another bit of matter seems to me to be nonsense. It might conceivably tum out to be the case that every atom in the universe thought, and thought truly, about every other. But that relation between any two atoms would be something quite distinct from the physical relations between them.’
The point here seems to be that even to conceive of the idea of truth we must concede the possibility of a relationship that is not physical. In this sense, it seems that Lewis’s actual view is that even the very possibility of a thought that is about something shows us that there is something beyond the world of nature, and natural causality. In a sense, then, it strongly seems as though Lewis holds not just that it’s incoherent to be a naturalist (someone who believes that everything the natural world can be explained by natural causes), but that thought itself implies that there is more than simply the physical world. 
But here, he doesn’t press this point, because the weakness that he wants to lean on lies further along, so to speak. The argument is most clearly expressed here: 
‘every event in Nature must be connected with previous effects in the Cause and Effect relation. But our acts of thinking are events. Therefore the true answer to “Why do you think this?” must begin with the Cause-Effect because.’ 
Unless our conclusion is the logical consequent from a ground it will be worthless and could be true only by a fluke. Unless it is the effect of a cause, it cannot occur at all. It looks, therefore, as if, in order for a train of thought to have any value, these two system of connection must apply simultaneously to the same series of mental acts.
But unfortunately, the two systems are wholly distinct. To be caused is not to be proved.’  (p16)
But actually, what Lewis needs to demonstrate is not just that ‘the two systems’ are wholly distinct, but that they are mutually exclusive: if a thought – considered as an event – is ‘caused’ by prior conditions, in accordance with some natural law then it cannot be considered as a rational conclusion. This is the key question, then. 
Elizabeth Anscombe disputes that we should see causal explanation and rational reason-giving as being in a competitive relation. In her original reply to Lewis she emphasises that giving reasons is an entirely different kind of enterprise than explaining causes:
‘[T]he naturalistic hypothesis is that causal laws could be discovered which could be successfully applied to all human behaviour, including thought. If such laws were discovered they would not show that a man’s reasons were not his reasons; for a man who is explaining his reasons is not giving a causal account at all.’
Lewis seems to have accepted Anscombe’s point up to a point – that, in his terms, ‘the two systems are distinct’ – but then assumed that this implies that both cannot be applied to the same thought. In other words, he’s assuming that if something (the event of holding a given belief, or coming to a given conclusion) has a causal explanation, it cannot also be held, or reached, for a reason; or, that if a particular belief had a causal explanation, we would not then be able to ask whether it was rational to hold that belief. But Anscombe is claiming that even if (as the naturalist thinks, or hopes, is possible) we were told that a complete causal account of a given person’s thought, or belief, was available, this would have no bearing at all on our judgement about the truth or otherwise of that belief: a person who asks for a reason for a belief is not asking for the causes of that belief, when considered as an event. She is (following her teacher, Ludwig Wittgenstein) working on the assumption that the activity of giving reasons is a very different sort of activity – a different kind of ‘game’, a different way of using language – to the business of providing causal explanations. 
So, if we imagine that due to tremendous advances in neuro-science, one could examine a person’s brain on Wednesday, and predict what belief they were likely to have on Thursday, would this mean that we would have no interest in whether those beliefs were rational? Lewis implies that once we could situate a belief-event completely within the natural network of cause and effect, we would then have no way of viewing beliefs as rational or otherwise. Lewis has on his side the fact that in a great many cases, we do, in fact, tend to act as if a causal explanation for a person believing something is a good reason to suspect that they do not hold that belief rationally. So, he imagines that if, as per the naturalistic hope for dramatic increases in our capacity to ‘explain’ thought, we end up with a complete causal explanation for a person believing something, this would similarly eradicate space for the question of rational justification. 
To further illustrate the issue at stake between Anscombe and Lewis, we might use an analogy: we might think of a child, who after hitting their sibling, is asked by their parent: ‘why is your sister crying?!’. If they were to reply ‘to attract the attention of her primary care-giver’ might think that it’s a good answer, but just not to the question that their parent actually asked them. It’s actually a good answer to a question that could have been asked using almost exactly the same words, but in fact, as it happens the parent was using those words, in this case, to demand an explanation for the child’s action, not for an explanation of why infants, in general, cry when distressed. Or, to choose another example: if a person falls in love – say, with Beatrice - they might, in retrospect, find that there is a partial explanation of why they did so available. They might realise that, say, they had gotten to a stage in life where they were emotionally ready for a serious relationship, starting to feel the pull towards starting a family, or finding themselves lonely in the evenings, etc. They might also realise that Beatrice has many of the characteristics that they have come to find important in life: loyal, compassionate, thoughtful, vivacious, etc.  All these factors – and others – might have been part of why they fell in love with Beatrice at a given time. But then suppose that Beatrice asks ‘why did you fall in love with me?’ and is given a list of the factors above, it’s likely that she’d feel something was missing. She might prefer instead to hear ‘because of who you are’ or ‘I love you for you’, or similar. The latter kind of reason is, if you like, the reason one gives from within the love relationship. But people who are in love can also see the world from an outside perspective: falling in love might be more likely under certain conditions, conditions which have nothing to do with Beatrice in particular. Anscombe’s point, then, is that we are dealing with two different ways of speaking, and they do not necessarily encroach upon each other. But to think that the one (causal explanation) drives out the other (evaluation of reasons) is to overlook this difference. 
Lewis, though, to be fair, thinks that he is dealing with the tendency, in modern thought, to try to completely account for human life from the third-person perspective, and is worried that over-confidence in the third-person perspective ends up leading us away from distinctively human activities. He assumes that the naturalistic causal account would have a ‘debunking’ effect – and his strategy is to agree, and then to show is that the ‘debunking’ effects of the naturalistic hypothesis eventually undermine the very possibility of any rational activity, in a self-defeating way. Lewis, then, agrees with what he takes to be assumed by the naturalist position: that naturalistic explanations really do replace other kinds of explanation. 
Another example might help to pursue this point. At a certain point in life, someone might realise that their having certain religious beliefs – say, their believing in heaven and hell, rather than re-incarnation; their believing in the supremacy of the Pope, rather than the inerrancy of scripture – might be explained, in part at least, by factors that have no bearing on the truth of those beliefs: they happened to be born in a Christian culture, rather than a Hindu or Buddhist culture, etc.; they happen to have been brought up as a Catholic rather than a Protestant, etc. This realisation can be disturbing, because it means that a person may ask whether their beliefs are caused by factors outside of their control, rather than the result of their own, conscious reasoning. But if a person in this situation gave up their Christian beliefs, and did so because they had found that these beliefs had been adopted for reasons having no bearing on their truth, they would probably be a sign that they had no substantial rational ground for their beliefs. On its own, a person’s growing awareness of the contingency of their having Christian beliefs doesn’t really help them to rationally evaluate those beliefs, and it doesn’t spare them the burden, either: in a sense, it means that the rational evaluation can get underway in earnest – and nothing about their awareness of the contextual factors stops or interferes with the rational evaluation itself. 
To conclude, it’s worth noting that another reason why this argument is difficult to grapple with is the way in which the central point is so tied up with other, very difficult philosophical issues; most importantly, debates about free will and the nature of mind. One important debate regarding free will is to do with ‘compatibilism’: is free will compatible with a deterministic account of the world – and if so, how? Another is whether free will exists, or whether idea is even coherent at all. Lewis’s argument in this chapter has a strongly incompatibilist flavour: that is to say, he writes as if rational thought depends on our being free as we exercise it, and we could not have free, rational thought if everything that happens is governed by natural laws. But the literature on free will shows that this basic assumption is itself very philosophical controversial. Equally, his argument has a strongly dualistic flavour, appearing to imply that rational thought must, in some sense, be outside of the physical realm. And the literature on the mind-body relation, the nature of consciousness, etc., shows that there are very deep, difficult issues lurking here, as well.


