
lord of the world by robert hugh benson
Lord of the World is a dystopian novel written by Robert Hugh Benson, first published in
1907. The book presents a chilling vision of the future where secularism and materialism
have triumphed over faith and spirituality. Benson, an English novelist and priest of the
Anglican Church who later converted to Catholicism, crafted this narrative as a warning
against the potential dangers of losing one's faith in a rapidly changing world. This article
will explore the themes, characters, and significance of "Lord of the World," as well as its
impact on literature and society.

Overview of the Novel

"Lord of the World" is set in a future where the world has become increasingly secular.
The plot centers around the rise of a powerful, charismatic leader who seeks to establish a
global government, erasing religious beliefs and promoting a materialistic worldview. The
novel follows the lives of several key characters who embody the struggle between faith
and secularism.

Plot Summary

The story begins in a world where Christianity is on the decline, and the new religion of
secular humanism is gaining traction. The central antagonist is a figure known as "the
Man," who represents this new order. He is a compelling leader who promises peace and
prosperity but ultimately seeks to eliminate all forms of religious belief.

The protagonist, Father Percy Franklin, is a Catholic priest who becomes a symbol of
resistance against the encroaching darkness. As the narrative unfolds, Franklin's struggle
against the Man's regime grows more intense, leading to a series of dramatic
confrontations that explore the depths of faith, sacrifice, and the human spirit.

Key Characters

1. Father Percy Franklin: The main protagonist, a Catholic priest who embodies the
struggle for faith in a world dominated by secularism. His character is deeply reflective,
showcasing the inner turmoil of someone committed to his beliefs in the face of
overwhelming opposition.

2. The Man: The primary antagonist, representing the secular world order. He is
charismatic, intelligent, and manipulative, capable of swaying public opinion and
discrediting religious figures.

3. Mabel Franklin: Percy’s sister, who represents the struggle of many individuals caught
between faith and the allure of modernity. Her character provides insight into the



emotional and psychological impact of the changing world.

4. Monsignor Benson: A character who advises and supports Percy, representing the
Church's authority and tradition in a time of upheaval.

Thematic Exploration

The themes of "Lord of the World" are multifaceted and relevant, even a century after its
publication. Key themes include:

Faith vs. Secularism

One of the most significant themes in the novel is the conflict between faith and
secularism. Benson portrays a world where religious beliefs are increasingly marginalized,
leading to a profound existential crisis for those who cling to their faith. The story serves
as a reminder of the importance of spiritual values in a society that often prioritizes
materialism and self-interest.

Prophecy and Warning

Benson's work can be seen as prophetic, reflecting concerns about the future of
Christianity in an increasingly secular world. His portrayal of a global government that
suppresses religious expression serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of
abandoning spiritual beliefs in favor of material comfort.

Human Dignity and Sacrifice

The novel also delves into the notion of human dignity and the sacrifices made in the name
of faith. Characters like Father Franklin exemplify the idea that true fulfillment comes
from selflessness and devotion to a higher purpose, even in the face of persecution.

Literary Style and Techniques

Benson's writing style in "Lord of the World" is characterized by its vivid descriptions and
philosophical reflections. He combines narrative storytelling with deep theological
insights, creating a rich tapestry that challenges readers to contemplate profound
questions about faith and existence.



Symbolism

The novel is replete with symbolism that enhances its themes. The character of the Man
symbolizes the seductive nature of power and the dangers of unchecked ambition. In
contrast, Father Franklin's unwavering faith represents the enduring strength of belief in
a chaotic world.

Dialogue and Character Development

Benson employs dialogue effectively to develop characters and explore philosophical
ideas. The conversations between Father Franklin and the Man are particularly
significant, showcasing their conflicting worldviews and the moral implications of their
choices.

Impact and Reception

Upon its release, "Lord of the World" received mixed reviews, with some praising its
foresight and others criticizing its bleak outlook. Over the years, however, the novel has
gained recognition as a significant work of dystopian literature.

Cultural Context

Benson wrote during a time when the Industrial Revolution was transforming society, and
traditional beliefs were being challenged by modern scientific advancements. The novel
reflects these tensions and serves as a commentary on the societal shifts occurring in the
early 20th century.

Influence on Literature

"Lord of the World" has influenced various authors and works in the dystopian genre. Its
exploration of themes related to faith and secularism can be seen in later works by authors
such as C.S. Lewis and Aldous Huxley. The novel's ability to resonate with contemporary
issues related to religion and society continues to make it relevant.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Lord of the World" by Robert Hugh Benson stands as a thought-provoking
exploration of the tension between faith and secularism. Through its engaging narrative
and complex characters, the novel raises important questions about the nature of belief,
the role of religion in society, and the consequences of abandoning spiritual values. As the



world continues to grapple with similar issues, Benson's work serves as a powerful
reminder of the enduring relevance of faith in the face of an increasingly materialistic
world. Whether viewed as a prophetic warning or a timeless exploration of the human
spirit, "Lord of the World" remains a significant contribution to the landscape of literature
and thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Lord of the World' by Robert
Hugh Benson?
The main theme of 'Lord of the World' revolves around the conflict between faith and
secularism, exploring the rise of a totalitarian state and the challenges faced by
Christianity in a dystopian future.

How does Robert Hugh Benson depict the concept of
evil in 'Lord of the World'?
Benson portrays evil as a pervasive force that manipulates society, represented through
the character of the Antichrist and the societal changes that lead to the erosion of faith
and moral values.

What are some key characteristics of the protagonist,
Father Percy Franklin?
Father Percy Franklin is characterized by his deep faith, intellectual rigor, and a sense of
moral duty. He embodies the struggle of maintaining belief in a world increasingly hostile
to religion.

In what ways is 'Lord of the World' considered
prophetic?
The novel is seen as prophetic due to its foresight into the rise of secularism, technological
advancements, and global governance, reflecting concerns that resonate with
contemporary socio-political issues.

How does Benson's background as a Catholic influence
the narrative of 'Lord of the World'?
Benson's Catholic background heavily influences the narrative, as it emphasizes themes of
faith, divine providence, and the importance of spiritual warfare against the encroaching
secularism and moral relativism.



What role does technology play in 'Lord of the World'?
Technology in 'Lord of the World' serves as both a tool of oppression and a means of
control, illustrating how advancements can be co-opted by authoritarian regimes to
manipulate and surveil the populace.

How does the novel address the idea of martyrdom?
The novel addresses martyrdom as a central tenet of Christian faith, showcasing
characters who are willing to sacrifice their lives for their beliefs, thus highlighting the
ultimate victory of faith over tyranny.

What is the significance of the title 'Lord of the World'?
The title 'Lord of the World' signifies the struggle for dominion over the hearts and minds
of humanity, contrasting the earthly powers that seek control with the spiritual
sovereignty of God.

How does 'Lord of the World' reflect the social and
political climate of its time?
Written in the early 20th century, 'Lord of the World' reflects the anxieties of its time
regarding the rise of socialism, the decline of traditional values, and the fear of totalitarian
regimes, making it relevant to discussions of modern governance.
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