
De Futilitate: Outline 
 
The Big Idea:  Lewis is seeking to defend the validity of reason against skepticism and 
irrationalism by attacking the foundations of skepticism, which argue that everything is 
futile because we can really know nothing. 

• Reason is a valid tool in proving the legitimacy of Christianity 
• All knowledge depends on reason 
• Reason is not produced by biological cause& effect processes 
• Human reason reflects the reasoning of God and thus should point us to God 

o Reason is not totally something done “inside our heads” 
o God reasons, so there is a reasoning process that is outside of us and more 

objective than our ability to reason 
o Since this kind of Reasoning is outside of us and our reason is derived 

from His, then knowledge can be objective and is not totally subjective 
 
Introduction: 

• WWII shattering the optimistic hopes of people for a world at peace 
o The Christians (Post-Millennial theology) saw purportedly “Christian” 

nations at war with one another 
o The Liberals saw developing man/technological man at war with one 

another 
• Popular Evolutionism 

o Designed to placate the masses 
o True “evolutionary progress” is degenerate 
o Evolutionism sets forth an ideal that it means progress 
o “There is no general tendency for organisms to improve.  There is no 

evidence that the mental and moral capacities of the human race have been 
increased since man became man.  And there is certainly no tendency for 
the universe as a whole to move in any direction which we should call 
‘good.’  On the contrary, Evolution—even if it were what the mass of the 
people suppose it to be—is only (by astronomical and physical standards) 
an inconspicuous foreground detail in the picture.  The huge background is 
filled by quite different principles: entropy, degradation, disorganization.” 
Page 58. 

o The decline in the universe should not drive us to despair, only reality 
 “If the universe is shameless and idiotic, that is no reason why we 

should imitate it.” Pg 59 
• Views of the universe 

o Pessimists—Lord Russell’s view that your whole life is based on “a firm 
foundation of unshakable despair.” 

o Western Idealism and Oriental Pantheism—denies the universe as the 
scientists present saying all material is but “a mirage produced by our 
senses and forms of thoughts.” 

o Judaism, Christianity, Islam—nature is real, but there are other, less futile 
realities 



o Scientific view—there is futility, but our role in this world is to work to 
limit its effects 

 
Futility Critiqued 

• Futility is the opposite of utility 
o A machine or plan is futile when it does not serve the purpose for which it 

was created 
o This can only be understood in the context of something being created for 

a purpose—if there is no purpose, how can one measure futility? 
• The Naturalist response 

o Man’s sense of “purpose” is simply a habitual and developed sense from 
the historical practice of making tools and thinking—essentially one 
project one’s own expectations onto nature. 

• The Christian response to the naturalist 
o The naturalist basically says that thought and perception is not really true 

or false, but habitual ways of acting in a physical sense 
o If such were the case, thoughts are not a reflection of reality, but the way 

reality is created in our minds 
o Yet, the naturalist’s thinking on this matter is itself a thought… 

 “We are at this point asking whether a certain view of human 
thought is true.  And the view in question is ust the view that 
human thought is not true, not a reflection of reality.  And this 
view is itself a thought.  In other words, we are asking, ‘Is the 
thought that no thoughts are true, itself true?’  If we answer, Yes, 
we contradict ourselves.  For if all thoughts are untrue, then this 
thought is untrue.” Pg 60-61. 

• Total skepticism must be rejected for the above reason 
o “We are prevented from accepting total skepticism because it can be 

formulated only by making a tacit exception in favor of the thought we are 
thinking at the moment—just as the man who warns the newcomer, ‘Don’t 
trust anyone in this office,’ always expects you to trust him at that 
moment.” Pg 61. 

o No matter how few there are, there must be room for genuine insight 
 

Distinctions between Scientific and Non-Scientific thought 
• Is it accurate to hold that science tells us of reality and morality is simply a social 

expression? 
• Science relies on sense experience and inference, with a hypothesis as a mental 

reality based on inference—inferences can be both good and bad and are 
influenced by many aspects of “non-scientific” thought 

 
All Knowledge depends on the validity of Inference 

• If our inference reveals only how our cortex works and not the real world around 
us, we can know nothing whatsoever 

• To hold to the legitimacy of inference rules out materialism (as otherwise 
inference would simply be the causal relationship of chemicals and synapses) 



• Our inference is also not directly related to the thing being inferred about in a 
materialistic sense. 

o The gulf stream can produce effects, for example in ocean temperatures, 
but cannot produce a map of the oceans—that requires inference 

• Thus, the source of inference can not be traced to our biology, but to God’s 
reasoning 

 
Quality and the Nature of Reason 

• At outset, the universe appears not “good” but simply logical 
• Yet, we have a sense of quality—things are “good”, “better”, and “best”—such a 

thing cannot be attributed to pure logic 
• The maker of the world also made our minds, logical to assume that which he 

appreciates, we would as well 
• If our sense of values is nothing more than a biological result of natural processes, 

value is robbed of meaning and should be discarded 
o “A man cannot continue to make sacrifices for the good of posterity if he 

really believes that his concern for the good of posterity is simply an 
irrational subjective taste of his own on the same level with his fondness 
for pancakes or his dislike for spam.” Pg 67 

• The role of cosmic reason in correcting human reason—human limitations of 
understanding do not deny that there is a rule or answer to the question 

o “When we are forced to admit that reason cannot be merely human, there 
is no longer any compulsive inducement to say that virtue is purely 
human.  If wisdom turns out to be something objective and external, it is at 
least probable that goodness will turn out to be the same.  But here also it 
is reasonable to combine a firm belief in the objective validity of goodness 
with a considerable skepticism about all our particular moral judgments.  
To say that they all require correction is indeed to say both that they are 
partially wrong and that they are not merely subjective facts about 
ourselves—for if that were so the process of enlightenment would consist 
not in correcting them but in abandoning them altogether.” Pg 69 

• Unless we assume our own standards of goodness to be valid, there is no ground 
for judging anything around us as good or ill—the more committed we are to 
futility, the more we must confess that the concept of futility is meaningless. 

 
Closing: 

• Science is the study of the phenomenon of the universe 
• Theology is the study of the standard of good and explanation of evil 

o Christianity and Hinduism the only two legitimate systems of theology 
 Islam as the greatest Christian heresy 
 Buddhism as the greatest Hindu heresy 
 Materialism for boys, not the adult mind 
 Stoicism and Confucianism are for aristocrats 

• Reality is not totally alien to our minds and our standards for beauty are consistent 
with the world around us 

 


