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“That Hideous Strength” is the third installment in C.S. Lewis’s acclaimed Space Trilogy,
published in 1945. This novel marks a significant departure from the first two books, “Out of the
Silent Planet” and “Perelandra,” by shifting its focus from interplanetary adventures to a more
terrestrial and philosophical exploration of human nature, morality, and the dangers of unchecked
scientific progress. In this article, we will delve into the themes, characters, and philosophical
underpinnings of Lewis’s work, examining how “That Hideous Strength” addresses the moral
dilemmas of modernity and the struggle between good and evil.

Overview of the Plot

“That Hideous Strength” follows the story of Mark and Jane Studdock, a married couple whose lives
become intertwined with a sinister organization known as the National Institute for Coordinated
Experiments (NICE). The narrative begins with Mark, a sociologist, who is eager to advance his
career and is seduced by the promises of NICE. Meanwhile, Jane, who possesses prophetic dreams,
becomes increasingly aware of the disturbing nature of the organization and its intentions.

The plot unfolds in several key stages:

1.
Mark's Involvement with NICE: Mark is drawn into the world of NICE, which presents itself
as a progressive organization aiming to improve society through science and social
engineering. However, as he becomes more entrenched in its operations, he realizes the
organization’s true nature is far more sinister.

2.
Jane's Awakening: Jane's dreams serve as a prophetic warning, revealing the destructive
plans of NICE and the moral decay that accompanies blind ambition. Her character embodies
a growing awareness of the spiritual and ethical implications of modern science.

3.
The Battle Against Evil: As the story progresses, Mark and Jane find themselves on opposite
sides of a conflict that pits human ingenuity and moral integrity against a cold, calculating evil
represented by NICE. The couple’s divergence reflects broader themes of alienation and the
struggle for personal and moral integrity.

Thematic Exploration

“That Hideous Strength” is rich with themes that resonate deeply with the philosophical and ethical
concerns of Lewis’s time, many of which remain relevant today.



The Nature of Evil

One of the central themes of the novel is the nature of evil and its manifestations in society. Lewis
portrays evil as a pervasive force that can infiltrate institutions, corrupting them from within. NICE
embodies this corruption, masquerading as a rational and benevolent entity while engaging in
morally reprehensible practices, such as experimentation on human subjects and the manipulation of
societal structures.

Lewis illustrates that evil often operates under the guise of progress and enlightenment, challenging
readers to critically evaluate the motives behind scientific advancement and societal change. This
theme aligns with Lewis's concerns about the dehumanizing effects of modernity and the potential
for technology to be wielded as a tool of oppression.

The Dichotomy of Science and Morality

Another significant theme in “That Hideous Strength” is the tension between science and morality.
Lewis critiques the idea that science is inherently good and that it can be separated from ethical
considerations. The novel presents a chilling vision of a future where scientific rationality is pursued
at the expense of human values and compassion.

The character of Dr. Filostrato, a representative of NICE, embodies this conflict. His utilitarian
approach to science disregards the moral implications of his work, leading to horrifying
consequences. Through this lens, Lewis warns against the dangers of a purely empirical worldview
that neglects the spiritual and ethical dimensions of human existence.

The Role of Faith and Spirituality

Faith and spirituality play crucial roles in “That Hideous Strength.” Lewis, a devout Christian,
infuses the narrative with theological reflections that emphasize the importance of recognizing a
higher moral order. The character of Ransom, who serves as a Christ-like figure, offers guidance and
wisdom to Mark and Jane, illustrating the necessity of spiritual insight in combating the forces of
evil.

Additionally, the novel suggests that true understanding and enlightenment cannot be achieved
solely through rational thought; rather, they require a synthesis of faith, reason, and moral integrity.
This theme underscores Lewis’s belief in the interconnectedness of all aspects of human experience
and the importance of grounding scientific inquiry in ethical principles.

Character Analysis

The characters in “That Hideous Strength” are multifaceted and serve as vehicles for exploring the
novel’s central themes.



Mark Studdock

Mark Studdock is portrayed as a conflicted character who initially seeks personal advancement
without considering the moral implications of his choices. His journey reflects the struggle between
ambition and integrity, as he grapples with the consequences of aligning himself with NICE. Mark’s
eventual awakening to the moral crisis he has become a part of highlights the importance of self-
reflection and the necessity of standing against evil, even when it is cloaked in the guise of progress.

Jane Studdock

Jane Studdock serves as a foil to Mark, representing a more intuitive and morally grounded
perspective. Her prophetic dreams serve as warnings about the dangers of NICE, and her resistance
to the organization’s allure underscores the importance of moral courage. As Jane navigates her own
spiritual journey, she embodies the struggle for personal integrity and the search for truth in a world
fraught with deception.

Dr. Ransom

Dr. Ransom, who was the protagonist in the earlier books of the trilogy, reappears as a central
figure in “That Hideous Strength.” He embodies wisdom and moral clarity, serving as a mentor to
both Mark and Jane. Ransom’s character symbolizes the importance of knowledge grounded in faith
and the role of the individual in resisting systemic evil. Through Ransom, Lewis illustrates the
necessity of a moral compass in navigating the complexities of modern life.

Philosophical Underpinnings

C.S. Lewis’s philosophical beliefs are intricately woven into the fabric of “That Hideous Strength.”
Drawing from his Christian worldview, Lewis emphasizes the need for moral accountability and the
consequences of human choices. The novel reflects Lewis’s critique of secular humanism and the
belief that humanity can achieve enlightenment without acknowledging a higher moral order.

Moreover, the philosophical discussions between characters, particularly those involving Ransom
and his adversaries, serve to illuminate the ethical dilemmas posed by modern science and the
responsibility of individuals to engage in moral reflection. Lewis invites readers to consider their
own beliefs about the relationship between faith, reason, and the pursuit of knowledge.

Conclusion

“That Hideous Strength” is a profound exploration of the moral and philosophical challenges posed
by modernity. Through its intricate characters and thought-provoking themes, C.S. Lewis invites
readers to reflect on the nature of good and evil, the ethical implications of scientific progress, and
the importance of spiritual integrity. The novel serves as both a warning and a call to action, urging



individuals to remain vigilant against the seductive allure of power and ambition. In an age where
technology and science continue to shape our lives, Lewis’s insights remain as relevant as ever,
reminding us of the enduring struggle between light and darkness in the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'That Hideous Strength' by C.S.
Lewis?
The primary theme of 'That Hideous Strength' revolves around the dangers of totalitarianism and
the moral implications of scientific advancement devoid of ethical considerations.

Which characters are central to the plot of 'That Hideous
Strength'?
Key characters include Mark Studdock, Jane Studdock, and members of the N.I.C.E. organization, as
well as Ransom, who plays a significant role in the narrative.

How does C.S. Lewis incorporate elements of science fiction in
'That Hideous Strength'?
Lewis uses elements of science fiction to explore themes of power, manipulation, and the
consequences of unchecked scientific experimentation, creating a dystopian setting.

What role does the character Ransom play in 'That Hideous
Strength'?
Ransom serves as a mentor and a protector, embodying wisdom and moral strength, and is crucial in
the fight against the corrupt forces of N.I.C.E.

What does N.I.C.E. represent in 'That Hideous Strength'?
N.I.C.E. stands for the National Institute for Coordinated Experiments, representing a bureaucratic
and manipulative organization that seeks to control humanity through scientific means.

How does 'That Hideous Strength' connect with the previous
books in the Space Trilogy?
While it can stand alone, 'That Hideous Strength' connects with the Space Trilogy through the
character of Ransom and the exploration of cosmic themes and moral philosophy.

What is the significance of the Stone and the Old One in the



story?
The Stone and the Old One symbolize ancient wisdom and the power of nature, contrasting with the
artificial and destructive ambitions of N.I.C.E.

How does Lewis depict the conflict between science and
morality in the novel?
Lewis illustrates the conflict through characters who represent different approaches to science,
highlighting the consequences of prioritizing knowledge without ethical consideration.

What is the importance of community and relationships in
'That Hideous Strength'?
Community and relationships are essential as they provide strength and support against oppressive
forces, emphasizing the importance of human connection in overcoming evil.

How does 'That Hideous Strength' reflect C.S. Lewis's views on
modernity?
The novel critiques modernity by portraying its potential to lead to dehumanization and moral decay,
arguing for the necessity of spiritual and ethical grounding in an increasingly technological world.
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