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In h is  s tudy of  Medieval  cosmology,  The Discarded Image ,  C.  S .  Lewis explains 

that ,  contrary to  modern in terpreta t ions,  Medieval  and Renaissance th inkers  d id not  

p lace Ear th  in the center  of  their  model  of  the universe because they fe l t  man was 

the most  important  par t  of  creat ion;  to  the  contrary,  Lewis argues ,  they imagined 

Ear th  as  the bot tom of  a  funnel ,  the  fur thest  remove from the  Pr ime Mover,  a  symbol 

of  d is tance due to  human sin.  In  Miracles ,  he rei terates  th is  argument,  s ta t ing that  i t  

is  man’s  unworthiness ,  h is  great  need of  grace,  that  drew the Divine Mercy.  While  

reject ing the  not ion that  mankind,  by vir tue of  some inherent  worth or  achievement ,  

had some claim on Divine Mercy,  Lewis asks h is  readers  to  recognize man as  the 

ra ther  r id iculous  f igure he tru ly is :  sp ir i t ,  yet  corporeal ;  rat ional ,  yet  capable of  

great  unreason; conscious of  great  self- importance,  yet  weak and small  in  h is  

environment .  Compounding al l  these paradoxes is  man’s  ignorance of  h imself ,  h is  

s t ruggle  to  understand his  own nature.  I t  is  to  th is  quest ion,  unders tanding the 

ident i ty of  our  own bizarre  species ,  that  professor  and scholar  Donald T.  Wil l iams 

at tempts  to  address  in  his  work,  Mere Humanity:  G.K.  Chesterton,  C.S.  Lewis ,  and 

J .R.R.  Tolkien on the Human Condit ion . [1]  

When Lucy Pevensie  jo ins  Mr.  Tumnus for  tea  the very f irs t  t ime,  she not ices  a  

cur ious tome in h is  col lect ion:  Is  Man a Myth?  Although Lucy passes  th is  by,  busy 

with sardines,  cake,  and tales  of  woodland revelry,  Wil l iams uses  th is  amusing detai l  

as  the impetus for  his  invest igat ion in to what he argues is  the most  important  pair  of  

quest ions for  a  society to  consider :  What is  man?  What is  h is  purpose in  l ife?  The 

answers  to  these quest ions determine not  only how an individual  wil l  act ,  but  a lso 

how a society wil l  progress .  For  example,  Wil l iams s i tes  both abort ion and educat ion 

as  current  controversies  which ul t imately h inge on the part ic ipants’  understanding of  

these quest ions.  Wil l iams proposes to  compare two predominant world v iews:  the 

t radi t ional ,  which views man as  created  by God in  His image with a  creat ive,  

ra t ional  spir i t  and purpose;  verses  the modern (which Wil l iams cal ls  reduct ionis t)  
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that  def ines man as no different  f rom the animals,  a  mere coalescence of  his  physical  

matter .  Wil l iams aims to show that  the tradi t ional  v iew offers  a  more complete  and 

l ivable  explanat ion of  the human predicament .  He musters  Br i t ish  authors  G.K. 

Chester ton,  C.S.  Lewis,  and J .R.R.  Tolkien as  h is  pr imary suppor t ,  for  each directly  

responded to the reductionis t  push of  their  age.  As he explains:  

So now we may clamber  onto  the shoulders  of  those g iants  as  we at tempt  

to  peer  in to  the new mil lennium.  Marion Montomery has  said that  

‘ l i terature provides texts  to  which theology appl ies  phi losophy.’  His  

cr i t ical  epigram def ines wi th  admirable  precis ion the  kind of  peer ing we 

wil l  be trying to  do.  .  .  Our concern  is  not  with  such technical i t ies  but  

ra ther  with the larger  v iew of  man’s  nature and purpose and with the 

human condit ion as  i t  is  portrayed in  a  ser ies  of  insightful  l i terary texts  

that  f ru i tfu l ly  embody an old  and wise phi losophy.[2]  

Upon beginning th is’  work,  the reader  famil iar  with  these wri ters  not ices  f irs t  that  

Wil l iams has not  only s tudied these l i terary g iants ,  he has  imbibed their  spir i t .  The 

adapted t i t le  is  f i t t ing:  in  Mere Humanity  Wil l iams’  s tyle  suggests  the f low,  tone,  

and s t ructure of  Lewis’  own logical  argumentation.  Mirror ing Lewis’  use of  c lassical  

rhetor ic ,  in  the f irs t  four  chapters  he bui lds  a  s trong foundat ion of  reason and 

establ ishes def in i t ions that  pave the way for  a  conversat ion between the author  and 

reader .  He begins the introduct ion by present ing a  quest ion --  what  is  the nature and 

purpose of  man?  --  i ts  per t inence,  and i ts  complicat ions.  He then in troduces h is  

in tended method,  defending the use of  Chester ton,  Lewis,  and Tolkien both by the 

inf luence of  l i terature  on our  understanding in  general  and by the s ignif icance of  

these authors  in the modern world  in par t icular .  The next three chapters  invest igate  

each author’s  contr ibution to  the debate  between tradi t ion and reduct ionism through 

their  non-f ict ion.  Walking his  readers  careful ly through Chester ton’s  The 

Everlast ing Man ,  Lewis’  The Aboli t ion of  Man ,  and Tolkien’s  “On Faerie  Stor ies ,”  

Wil l iams accomplishes  several  important  tasks.  Firs t ,  he elucidates  these of ten  

overwhelming works by laying bare the bones of  their  arguments  while  re tain ing 

their  essent ia l  t ru ths.  Second,  he uses  these works to  develop a  catalogue of  terms he 

la ter  uses  in  h is  own analysis ,  thus ensur ing the reader  wil l  fo l low his  precise 

meaning.  Third,  he combines the arguments  of  each wri ter  to  construct  a  cohesive 

response to  and denunciat ion of  reduct ionis t mater ial ism.  In many ways,  these f irs t  

four  chapters  read l ike  Lewis’  Miracles ,  systematical ly craf t ing an argument  through 

evidence that  is  appeal ing both  to the reader’s  in te l lect  and ver if ied by his  personal  

exper ience.  
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What Wil l iams makes tangible  and logical  in  those f irs t  four  chapters ,  unfortunately 

becomes somewhat esoter ic  and hazy in  the remaining four .  Having establ ished his  

central  arguments  by invest igat ing the nonf ict ion works of  Lewis,  Tolkien,  and 

Chester ton,  Wil l iams now appl ies  the terms and rubrics  descr ibed in the ear l ier  

chapters  to  var ious  f ic t ional  works of  Lewis and Tolkien.3 While these passages are  

in terest ing and even beaut ifu l  (especial ly that  on Tolkien and human creat iv i ty) ,  

they fa i l  to  provide the same logical  and careful  argumentat ion suggested by the 

promising beginning.  Rather  than his  previous systematic  craf tsmanship,  these 

chapters  read l ike conversat ions with a  wise and congenial  professor .  They are a  

ser ies  of  sketches  ra ther  than what the reader  expects :  a  c lear  por tra i t  of  Man.  To a  

reader  famil iar  with Lewis and Tolkien,  these chapters  wil l  be enjoyable  reminders ;  

to  those unfamil iar  or  expect ing a  more def in i te  c l imax to the invest igat ion,  these 

chapters  wil l  serve as  a  d isappoint ing conclusion.  

In addi t ion to  the core invest igat ion conducted in  the main eight  chapters ,  Wil l iams 

enr iches the reader’s  exper ience in several  creat ive and helpful  ways.  Firs t ,  he  

provides a  thorough l is t  of  works ci ted,  ample annotat ions,  and a  complete  index,  

equipping the reader  for  fur ther  invest igat ion.  Second,  he includes two appendices to  

clar i fy cer tain crucial  par ts  of  h is  argument:  the f irs t  defends Lewis’  works of  

l i terary cr i t ic ism and the value of  secular  l i terature  to  Chris t ians;  the second is  a  

deeper  invest igat ion in to the dangers  of  reduct ionism and postmodernism 

phi losophies .  Third,  Wil l iams draws from a myriad of  c lassical  and popular  sources 

to  s trengthen his  work,  be i t  Shakespearean quotes  heading chapters  or  Star  Trek 

references to  i l luminate  cul tural  inquiry.  Wil l iams separates  each chapter  f rom the 

next  with a  poem of  h is  own which in troduces the next  key point ;  even these are 

respectful  nods to  the l ikes  of  Donne,  Hopkins,  Mil ton,  and Wordsworth.  

In Mere Humanity ,  Donald T.  Wil l iams presents  quest ions in  great  need of  

consideration today.  Drawing from great  minds of  the West ,  Wil l iams succeeds in  

re i terat ing the tradi t ional  v iew of  man in  a  presentat ion which is  both compell ing 

and per t inent .  

Shannon C.  Coker  
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Notes 

[1]  Wi l l iams,  Donald  T .  Mere Humani ty :  G.K.  Chester ton ,  C.S .  Lewis ,  and J .R.R .  Tolk ien  on  
the  Human Condi t ion .  Nashvi l l e :  B&H Publ i sh ing Group,  2006.  

[2 ]  Wi l l iams,  10-11 .  

[3 ]  Wi thout  explana t ion ,  Wi l l iams ignores  Ches te r ton’s  f ic t iona l  cont r ibut ions  to  th i s  
a rgument ,  desp i t e  the  pe r t inence  of  such  t i t l e s  a s  Manal ive  o r  The  Man Who Was Thursday .  
Thi s  seems  s t rangely  imba lanced,  e spec ia l ly  consider ing  tha t  Ches ter ton’s  Ever las t ing  Man  
p rovides  a  c ruc ia l  corners tone  to  Wi l l iam’s  inves t iga t ion  of  non-f ic t ion .  
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