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“The presence of those seeking the truth is infinitely to be preferred to the presence of those who think 
they’ve found it.” –Terry Pratchett 

To Markus, with love.  
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation explores the complex, variable and mutually transformative rela-
tions between imaginary worlds of fiction and the external reality, as illuminated by 
21st-century fantasy storytelling. It proposes that the propensity of fantasy fiction for 
what I call speculative mimesis – a response to reality by the way of imaginative 
theory-building and modeling of alternative worlds – makes it a form of storytelling 
that is particularly well-suited to confront the crisis of representation in contempo-
rary Western culture and artistic practice. Working on a hypothesis that there is a 
connection between this crisis and the current prominence of fantasy in the Western 
cultural sphere, the study suggests that analyzing the speculative poetics of 21st-cen-
tury fantasy fiction provides valuable insight into a broader-scale rethinking of artis-
tic response to reality that is happening in contemporary fiction, as a response to the 
legacy of postmodernism and against the backdrop of an increasing sense of onto-
logical instability in our shared sense of reality. 

The crisis of representation is understood in this study as general mistrust of ar-
tistic conceits of imitating an objective, external reality, and a resulting emphasis on 
the creative artifice of fictional world-making. Widely associated with late 20th-cen-
tury postmodernism, it stems from a notion that what we call reality is itself an arti-
ficial construction created by semiotic systems, and as such irrepresentable, change-
able and elusive. While the heyday of postmodernism is now widely considered over, 
this study argues that the crisis of representation is still ongoing and even intensify-
ing, with the idea of not everyone living in quite the same reality entering the popular 
discourse through the recent notion of our world having become “post-truth.” In 
the face of this intensifying crisis, it appears that fiction is called to reinvent ways to 
connect meaningfully with external reality, despite the impossibility of representa-
tion. The speculative mimesis that characterizes fantasy storytelling, the study con-
tests, constitutes such a pragmatic response to reality. Fantasy foregrounds the cre-
ative side of fictional world-making, thus casting the relations between fiction and 
reality conspicuously as a matter of interpretive, imaginative and creative theory-
building, which simultaneously aims towards generating insight into the world out-
side and emphasizes its own playful artifice as experimental thinking.  

The first part of the study approaches the rise of the modern fantasy genre as a 
historical development that accompanies postmodernism, sharing its ontological 
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concerns with world-building in a popular-cultural form. Setting up a conversation 
between the speculative poetics of fantasy and theories of postmodernism – and 
various emerging ideas about what lies beyond postmodernism – this part explores 
the shifting conceptions of reality in 20th and 21st-century Western thinking, and the 
notions of mimesis and the purpose of art that shift along with them, using the de-
veloping fantasy genre as a vantage point and a sounding board. The second part, in 
turn, focuses on analyzing the workings of speculative mimesis in works of 21st-
century fantasy fiction by Joe Abercrombie, Lev Grossman, Kazuo Ishiguro and N. 
K. Jemisin. It demonstrates that the relations to reality in these works – and, it is 
inferred, in the poetics of fantasy more generally – are characterized by (1) an em-
phasis on world-making that is geared towards inducing global-scale perspective-
taking in readers, (2) a metafictional thematization of storytelling and its role in the 
wider world and (3) a sincere orientation towards interpreting reality in a meaningful 
and productive way. As such, they point towards a new, pragmatic understanding of 
the relations between fiction and reality, and in the process put on display ways con-
temporary fiction, in general, may reinvent mimesis in response to the intensifying 
crisis of representation. 

On the whole, accordingly, the study aims to broaden the conception of mimesis 
– or the relations between worlds of fiction and the world outside – beyond the 
limitingly hierarchic understanding of representation or imitation, and to lay bare 
some of the full complexity, creativity and interpretive ambiguity involved in fictional 
responses to reality. For this purpose, fantasy is treated as an exemplary genre, rather 
than an exceptional one: a form of fiction that, due to its conspicuous fictionality 
and tendency to foreground its world-making operations, can be usefully approached 
as a means for gaining new insight into workings of literary mimesis in general. The 
study therefore aims to demonstrate the value of fantasy fiction for narrative studies 
at large – especially when it comes to discussing relations between fiction and reality 
beyond representation. It presents new, ontologically oriented, fictionality-sensitive 
and speculative strategies of reading that can provide new, widely applicable ways of 
understanding those relations. Along with helping us to rethink possibilities of liter-
ary mimesis, the study contests, fantasy can thus shed light into the roles fiction in 
general has to play in the world and readers’ lives as part of that world, especially 
when it comes to navigating the complexities and uncertainties of the 21st-century 
reality.     

 
Keywords: fantasy fiction, mimesis, speculation, crisis of representation, postmod-
ernism, 21st-century fiction, metamodernism, world-building, fictionality 
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Väitöskirja käsittelee tapoja, joilla fiktion kuvitteellisten maailmojen ja ulkopuolisen 
todellisuuden monimutkaiset, vaihtelevat ja molemminpuolisesti toisiaan muuntavat 
suhteet nousevat esiin 2000-luvun fantasiafiktiossa. Se esittää, että fantasialle tyypil-
linen spekulatiivinen mimesis – eli mielikuvitukselliselle teorioiden rakentamiselle ja 
kuvitteellisten maailmojen mallintamiselle perustuva todellisuussuhde – tekee siitä 
erityisen tehokkaan tarinankerronnan muodon vastaamaan länsimaisessa nykykult-
tuurissa ja taiteessa vaikuttavaan representaation kriisiin. Käyttäen lähtökohtana hy-
poteesia, että tällä kriisillä ja fantasian nykyisellä näkyvyydellä ja merkittävyydellä län-
simaisessa kulttuurissa on yhteys, tutkimus väittää, että 2000-luvun fantasiafiktion 
spekulatiivisen poetiikan analysointi tarjoaa arvokasta ymmärrystä laajemmasta tai-
teen todellisuussuhteen uudelleenajattelusta, joka nykyfiktiossa on meneillään vas-
tauksena postmodernismin perintöön ja yhteisen todellisuuskäsityksemme muuttu-
miseen yhä hajanaisemmaksi ja epävarmemmaksi.   

Representaation kriisillä tarkoitetaan tässä tutkimuksessa yleistä epäluuloa sitä aja-
tusta kohtaan, että taide pystyisi jäljentämään itsensä ulkopuolista objektiivista todel-
lisuutta, sekä tästä epäluulosta seuraavaa fiktion keinotekoisuuden ja maailmojen luo-
misen painotusta. Tämä kriisi liitetään yleisesti 1900-luvun jälkipuolen postmoder-
nismiin, ja sen taustalla on käsitys todellisuuden itsensä keinotekoisesta, merkkisys-
teemien kautta luodusta ja alati muuntuvasta luonteesta, joka tekee sen esittämisestä 
sellaisenaan taiteessa mahdotonta. Vaikka postmodernismin kulta-aika onkin yleisen 
käsityksen mukaan jo takanapäin, tämä tutkimus väittää, että representaation kriisi 
jatkuu edelleen ja on jopa syvenemässä; erityisesti käsitys, että elämme nykyisin ”to-
tuudenjälkeistä” aikaa on viime vuosina popularisoinut ajatuksen, että emme kaikki 
elä aivan samassa todellisuudessa. Tässä tilanteessa näyttääkin siltä, että nykyfiktiolla 
on tarve kehittää uusia tapoja luoda mielekkäitä yhteyksiä itsensä ja ulkopuolisen to-
dellisuuden välille todellisuuden esittämisen mahdottomuudesta huolimatta. Tutki-
mus väittääkin, että fantasiafiktiolle tyypillinen spekulatiivinen mimesis muodostaa 
tällaisen pragmaattisen todellisuussuhteen. Fantasia etualaistaa fiktion maailmojen 
rakentamisen luovana toimintana, ja esittää siten fiktion ja todellisuuden suhteen tul-
kinnallisena, kuvittelevana ja teoreettisena prosessina, joka sekä tähtää ulkopuolisen 
maailman ymmärtämiseen että painottaa omaa leikillisyyttään ja kokeellisuuttaan.  
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Tutkimuksen ensimmäinen osa lähestyy modernin fantasiagenren kehitystä histo-
riallisesta näkökulmasta postmodernismin aikalaisilmiönä, joka jakaa postmodernis-
tisen fiktion ontologiset painotukset ja maailmakeskeisyyden populaarikulttuurisessa 
muodossa. Keskusteluttamalla keskenään fantasian spekulatiivista poetiikkaa ja post-
modernismin teoriaa – sekä erinäisiä nousevia käsityksiä siitä, mikä seuraa postmo-
dernismia – tämä osa tarkastelee 1900- ja 2000-lukujen muuttuvia todellisuuskäsityk-
siä länsimaisessa ajattelussa sekä niiden mukana muuttuvia käsityksiä mimesiksen 
luonteesta ja taiteen tehtävästä. Kehittyvä fantasiagenre toimii tässä tarkastelussa uu-
tena näkökulmana ja aiemman keskustelun haastajana. Tutkimuksen toinen osa vuo-
rostaan keskittyy analysoimaan spekulatiivista mimesistä käytännössä sellaisena kuin 
se ilmenee Joe Abercrombien, Lev Grossmanin, Kazuo Ishiguron ja N. K. Jemisinin 
2000-luvulla julkaistuissa fantasiateoksissa. Tämä osa osoittaa, että näiden teosten 
todellisuussuhteita – ja tältä pohjalta fantasian poetiikkaa yleisemminkin – määrittää 
(1) maailmojen luomisen painotus, joka ohjaa lukijaa globaalin tason kysymysten ää-
relle, (2) metafiktiivinen tarinankerronnan tematisointi sekä (3) vilpitön pyrkimys to-
dellisuuden merkitykselliseen ja rakentavaan tulkitsemiseen. Siten ne antavat osviittaa 
kohti uutta, pragmaattista ymmärrystä fiktion ja todellisuuden suhteesta, ja samalla 
esittävät tapoja, joilla nykyfiktio yleisemminkin voi määrittää mimesiksen uudestaan 
vastauksena syvenevään representaation kriisiin. 

Täten tutkimus kokonaisuudessaan tähtää laajentamaan käsitystä mimesiksestä – 
eli fiktion maailmojen ja ulkopuolisen maailman suhteesta – tavalla, joka ylittää rajal-
lisen ja hierarkkisen ymmärryksen taiteen todellisuussuhteesta esittämisenä tai imi-
taationa; se pyrkii avaamaan fiktion ja todellisuuden suhteiden monimuotoisuutta, 
luovuutta ja tulkinnallista epävarmuutta. Tästä syystä fantasia mielletään tässä tutki-
muksessa esimerkilliseksi pikemminkin kuin poikkeukselliseksi genreksi: sen tapa ko-
rostaa omaa fiktionaalisuuttaan ja maailmoja luovaa toimintaansa tekee fantasiasta 
tarinankerronnan muodon, jota tutkimalla voidaan saavuttaa uutta ymmärrystä fik-
tion mimeettisistä pyrkimyksistä yleisemminkin. Siten tämä tutkimus pyrkiikin osoit-
tamaan fantasiafiktion arvoa tutkimuskohteena kertomuksentutkimukselle – etenkin 
mitä tulee fiktion ja todellisuuden suhteiden ymmärtämiseen representaation tuolle 
puolen. Tutkimus esittää uusia, ontologisesti orientoituneita, fiktionaalisuuden eri-
tyislaadun huomioivia ja spekulatiivisia lukemisen strategioita, jotka voivat tuottaa 
uusia, laajasi sovellettavia tapoja hahmottaa näitä suhteita. Sen lisäksi, että fantasia 
voi näin auttaa rikastamaan käsitystämme kirjallisuuden mimeettisistä mahdollisuuk-
sista, se voi näin ollen myös valottaa fiktion roolia maailmassa ja lukijoiden elämässä 
osana tätä maailmaa – erityisesti mitä tulee 2000-luvun monimutkaisessa ja epävar-
massa todellisuudessa suunnistamiseen. 

 
Avainsanat: fantasiafiktio, mimesis, spekulaation, representaation kriisi, postmoder-
nismi, 2000-luvun fiktio, metamodernismi, maailmanrakennus, fiktionaalisuus
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0. INTRODUCTION 

At the beginning of Joe Abercrombie’s young-adult fantasy novel Half the World 
(2015), the second part of his The Shattered Sea trilogy (2014–2016), a terrible accident 
occurs, followed by a terrible accusation. Thorn Bathu, a girl aspiring to become a 
warrior, unintentionally kills another teenager, Edwal, in weapons training; she is 
then immediately charged for his murder by their misogynistic instructor Hunnan, 
whose unsafe training methods led to the accident in the first place. When another 
trainee who has witnessed the event, a good-hearted lad called Brand, goes to the 
King’s Minister in a righteous desire to prevent a miscarriage of justice, what he gets 
instead is a quick and dismaying lesson in statesmanship: 

Father Yarvi pushed out a heavy sigh. “What would you have me do?” 
“What… would I what?” 
“Do I free this troublesome girl and make enemies of Hunnan and the boy’s fam-

ily, or crush her with stones to appease them? Your solution?” 
Bran hadn’t expected to give a solution. “I suppose… you should follow the law?” 
“The law?” Father Yarvi snorted. “The law is more Mother Sea than Father Earth, 

always shifting. The law is a mummer’s puppet, Brand, it says what I say it says.” 
“Just thought I should tell someone… well… the truth?” 
“As if the truth is precious. I can find a thousand truths under every autumn leaf, 

Brand: everyone has their own. But you thought no further than passing the burden 
of your truth to me, did you? My epic thanks, preventing Gettland sliding into war 
with the whole Shattered Sea gives me not enough to do.” 

“I thought… this was doing good.” Doing good seemed of a sudden less a burn-
ing light before him, clear as Mother Sun, and more a trickling glimmer in the murk 
of the Godshall. 

“Whose good? Mine? Edwal’s? Yours? As we each have our own truth so we each 
have our own good.” (World, 21–22) 

In this dialogue, Father Yarvi swiftly dismantles young Brand’s conception of reality, 
disabusing him of his idealistic notions that things like justice, truthfulness or ethics 
have any stable, ontologically grounded meaning. In his attestations that the law is a 
mere tool, truths are subjective, and goodness is relative, he comes across almost like 
a caricature of some deconstructionist philosopher from the heyday of postmodern-
ism – or perhaps, from today’s vantage, like a practitioner of so-called “post-truth 
politics,” making poor Brand’s head spin with his careless disregard for the integrity 



18 

of their shared reality. Coming from the Minister – that is, chief advisor – of a Vi-
king-esque warrior king in a land that looks like early medieval North Europe, these 
notions stand out as incongruous, even anachronistic. The seemingly conventional 
fantasy setting is thus brought into a strange conversation with the altogether more 
complicated ontological concerns of the 21st-century world where, if countless recent 
journalistic op-eds and academic treatises are anything to go by, those post-truth 
politics abound, and the bedrock of a shared understanding of reality as the basis of 
law, truth and ethics is rapidly eroding away. In this collision of worlds, a curious 
dual perception of Abercrombie’s novel forms. It is, simultaneously, a fantastic vi-
sion of a pseudo-medieval world and a manifestly topical 21st-century piece of fic-
tion, audaciously imaginative yet deeply rooted in discourses that make up the com-
plex picture of the contemporary world: a blatantly artificial exercise in fictional 
world-making interrogating the artifice of our everyday reality. 

This brief example of the kinds of conversations 21st-century fantasy fiction sets up 
between worlds is meant to illustrate the two main contentions of this study. Firstly, 
it touches upon a sense of ontological instability in our own shared reality: a seem-
ingly ever-increasing fragmentation and polarization across contemporary media en-
vironments which is normalizing the notion that not everyone lives in quite the same 
reality these days, or that the very idea of “truth” is something people are now “post” 
(see Baggini 2017; Browse et al. 2019). In this study, I suggest that this sense of 
fragmentation is related to what I call the crisis of representation in contemporary West-
ern art. This crisis, sporadically named as such by scholars like Maxine Greene (1994, 
206), Sanna Nyqvist (2010, 103), Bertrand Westphal (2011, 3), Werner Wolf (2011, 
30) and Peter Boxall (2013, 17), signifies a general loss of faith in the notion that art 
can faithfully reflect any reality outside itself – or even that there is any solid and 
singular reality there for art to reflect in the first place. It is closely associated with 
postmodernism as the notoriously fuzzy cultural paradigm of the latter half of the 20th 
century, and especially the deconstructionist philosophy that maintains, like Father 
Yarvi above, that what we perceive as “reality” is little more than a discursively con-
structed illusion made up of language, stories, conventional wisdom and other semi-
otic systems, and as such highly subjective and unstable (e. g. Lyotard 1984, 80; Mer-
etoja 2014, 13) – a notion neatly encapsulated by the famous maxim commonly 
(mis)attributed to Jacques Derrida that “there is nothing outside the text” (e. g. 
Eshelman 2008, x; Nealon 2012, 146).1 While postmodernism as a cultural paradigm 
is now widely considered finished, sparking a lively debate over its potential succes-
sor (see Gibbons 2015, 30 for an overview), it appears to me that the crisis of repre-
sentation is still ongoing and, if anything, intensifying and entering popular discourse in this 

 
1 This is a mistranslation of Derrida’s famous phrase from Of Grammatology (1967), “il 
n’y a pas d’hors-texte,” which actually translates to “there is no outside -text.”   
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newly mendacious era the world has supposedly entered since, with its endless rela-
tivism and feckless disregard for facts.  

The second, and more central, contention of this study is that fantasy is a form 
of fiction that is exceptionally well-suited to the cultural work of confronting this 
crisis of representation due to its inclination towards what I call speculative mimesis: a 
response to reality where storytelling comes across as a way of theorizing about reality, 
rather than reflecting or imitating it. As I will elaborate later on in this introduction, 
I take my cue from Stephen Halliwell in conceiving of mimesis broadly as the rela-
tionship between a work of fiction and reality – a relationship that always involves 
both “world-creating” and “world-reflecting” aspects, or creation of an imaginary 
world and a response to an external reality outside fiction (2002, 21–23). This expan-
sive understanding of the concept also contrasts, in my usage, with the more limited 
conception of the relations between fiction and reality denoted by “representation.” 
Instead of using these terms interchangeably, as they often are in literary studies, I 
understand representation as a hierarchic and one-directional understanding of the rela-
tions between imaginary worlds of fiction and the external reality, in which the for-
mer is taken to reflect or reproduce the latter. This kind of simple, one-directional 
hierarchy between worlds created by and reflected in fiction is, as I see it, what both 
fantasy and postmodernist fiction stand to challenge. A central aim of this study is, 
accordingly, to demonstrate that the relations between these worlds are much more 
complicated and two-sided than that – and that the speculative mimesis at play in 
reading fantasy fiction can shed light into the full complexity of the dynamic, variable 
and potentially even mutually transformative relations between fiction and reality. 

To that end, I complement Halliwell’s understanding of the concept with Paul 
Ricoeur’s theory of mimesis as a hermeneutic process where the reader’s interpreta-
tion of the world they live in feeds into their interpretation of fiction and vice versa, 
in a circular manner (1984, 56–72). This process becomes speculative, I will argue, 
when a work of fiction foregrounds the creative side of mimesis, making the imagi-
nary world the focal point of readerly attention via copiously inventive world-building. 
Penchant for such world-building is widely considered one of the defining charac-
teristics of fantasy fiction, largely due to the influence of J. R. R. Tolkien’s seminal 
1947 essay on the genre, “On Fairy-Stories,” where he introduces the idea of “sub-
creation” of “secondary worlds” as the storyteller’s art (2006, 131–132).2 The 
pseudo-medieval Europe in the Abercrombie example above is a case in point. With 
the imaginary world thus set up as a conspicuously artificial model of an alternative reality 
(see McHale 2010, 21), the mimetic process described by Ricoeur forms into those 
negotiations between two worlds my brief discussion of Abercrombie’s novel above 
demonstrates.  

 
2 The essay is based on a lecture Tolkien gave at the University of St Andrews on 8 
March 1939. 
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This study proposes that these kinds of negotiations set up between worlds can 
constitute a credible explanation for the readily evident appeal and perceived rele-
vance fantasy fiction seems to hold for 21st-century Western audiences in this epis-
temically challenging era. To name only the most prominent examples of the un-
precedented amount of influence this form of popular fiction currently enjoys, 
HBO’s Game of Thrones (2011–2019) was undoubtedly the most widely discussed tv 
sensation of the 2010s; the international fantasy boom in young-adult literature 
started by J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books (1997–2007) shows no signs of waning 
and neither, for that matter, does “Pottermania” itself;3 Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings 
(1954–1955) is still enjoying its renaissance following Peter Jackson’s blockbuster 
movie adaptations (2001–2003). Fantasy seems, in short, to have well and truly es-
tablished a prominent place in the shared cultural consciousness of the Western 
world in the new millennium, reaching ever-expanding audiences. Apart from there 
obviously being money to be made in fantasy storytelling – new big-budget spin-offs 
of all works listed above are currently in production – the genre also seems to have 
shed at least some of its old reputation as geeky subculture and gained a certain level 
of respectability via works of celebrated “literary” authors. To give one example, 
when Kazuo Ishiguro, latterly a Nobel laureate, published a bona fide fantasy novel 
called The Buried Giant in 2015, there was much talk and excitement in the culture 
pages across news media. Author David Mitchell, notably, expressed his hope that 
Ishiguro’s venture would help to “de-stigmatize” fantasy as a mode of “[b]ending 
the laws of what we call reality in a novel” (in Alter 2015).4  

The hypothesis that there is a connection between these two coinciding phenom-
ena – the increasing popularity of fantasy and the intensifying crisis of representation 
– is treated in this study not so much as a thesis to argue for as a prompt for a thought 
experiment, of sorts. The value of such an experiment as a vehicle for a literary study, 
as I see it, lies in the avenues of inquiry it opens up and new perspectives it affords 
concerning both the responses to reality in fantasy fiction and the historically shifting 
conceptions of reality that present challenges for fiction, in general, to invent new forms 
of such responses. By following these lines of inquiry, I aim towards answering questions 
like, what can the current popularity of fantasy tell us about developments in 21st-
century culture at large? How can its speculative approach to reality confront and, 

 
3 The widespread debate, backlash and fandom reckoning that followed Rowling’s 
open commitment to and promotion of transphobic ideas in the summer 2020 attests 
to the deep significance that Harry Potter books still hold for a large segment of people 
all over the Western world – and especially for young adults who grew up with the 
series. 
4 Ishiguro had earl ier ventured into science fiction, the genre fantasy is commonly 
grouped together under the umbrella designation “speculative fiction,” with his pre-
vious novel,  Never Let Me Go (2005); another science fiction novel by the author,  
Klara and the Sun ,  came out in 2021. 



21 

perhaps, overcome the crisis of representation? What kind of insight could fantasy 
world-building have to offer about workings of literary mimesis in general? On the 
one hand, by examining the implications of this particular thought experiment at 
length, I aim towards a clearer understanding of the poetics of fantasy as a historically 
situated form of genre fiction, shedding light to the workings of this particular tradition 
of popular fiction in terms of the world in which it has developed as such a tradition. 
On the other hand, this approach allows me to use the fantasy genre to offer a novel 
perspective to the conventional periodizing narrative of Western literary history, 
from modernism to the present day and its various proposals for a new “post-post-
modernism.” Focusing on the possible solutions the speculative mimesis of fantasy 
poses to the crisis of representation, this experiment can even provide some insight-
ful contribution to that hubristic project of periodizing the present; fantasy can, for this 
purpose, serve as a model of sorts for a potential way for fiction to go beyond post-
modernism, towards something new.  

Historically speaking, the crisis of representation – or the postmodernist sense of 
“‘unreality’ of reality” (Lyotard 1984, 77) – is generally understood as a backlash 
against the totalizing ideologies of modernism and the positivistic post-Enlighten-
ment conception of reality embraced by realism (e. g. Hutcheon 1988). From these 
premises, postmodernist fiction is challenged to review its ontological status as fiction 
and, along with it, its cultural relevance and purpose in terms of the mid and late 20th-
century world where it exists as an artform. According to Linda Hutcheon and other 
proponents,5 it finds such relevance and purpose in the cultural work of deconstruct-
ing old notions of a hegemonic and pregiven reality and exposing such a reality as a 
mere artificial structure designed to naturalize forms of oppression (2002, 7–8; also 
Waugh 1984, 11). In that world, as Robert Scholes summarized it in the 1970s, “[i]t 
is because reality cannot be recorded that realism is dead. All writing, all composition, 
is construction. We do not imitate the world, we construct versions of it. There is 
no mimesis, only poiesis. No recording. Only constructing” (1975, 7). Accordingly, 
lacking the ability to record reality – or indeed, considering so-called reality an illu-
sion worth only dismantling – postmodernist fiction is preoccupied with how that 
construction of “versions of the world” happens, and thus questioning the ontolog-
ical hierarchies between stories and worlds, fiction and reality.  

I will argue in this thesis that fantasy fiction historically shares this preoccupation 
with canonized literary postmodernism. The modern fantasy genre as it is known 
today, after all, emerged largely on the latter half of the 20th century, following the 

 
5 The academic discussion about postmodernism is characterized by a tension between 
two opposing camps: those lambasting it  as degeneration of al l the strong values and 
high ideals of modernism (e. g. Jameson 1991) and those lauding its work of exposing 
hidden power structures in modernist thinking (e. g.  Waugh 1984; Hutcheon 1988). I 
will address these viewpoints at  more length in Part I of this  study. 
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huge commercial success of The Lord of the Rings from the 1960s onward (see Attebery 
1992, 14–15; Wolfe 2011, 30–31). In other words, it developed roughly contempo-
raneously with postmodernist fiction and, as I will argue in Part I, can be considered 
a popular-cultural alternative response to the same crisis of representation. As a form of 
fiction with that proclivity for creating intricate and overtly artificial imaginary 
worlds, fantasy can also be characterized, like literary postmodernism as per Brian 
McHale’s influential definition, as literature of the “ontological dominant” (1987, 
10). According to McHale, this dominant manifests in fiction as concern with ques-
tions like, “What is a world?; What kinds of worlds are there, how are they consti-
tuted, and how do they differ?” (ibid.), as well as an emphasis on the idea that any 
world presented in fiction is constructed by that fiction – and as such, only a possible 
or imaginable world, rather than a representation of the “real” world (ibid., 27). 
McHale himself acknowledges that among popular genres, science fiction shares this 
trait with “literary” postmodernism (e. g. ibid., 59), as does the genre Tzvetan Todo-
rov calls “the fantastic” (ibid., 74; see Todorov 1973, 33). However, the genre collo-
quially known as fantasy, ontologically oriented though it is, has received little pre-
vious scholarly attention in this respect.  

To remedy that oversight, I propose that via its highly imaginative world-creation 
fantasy, similarly to postmodernist fiction, makes the resulting world conspicuous as 
an artistic creation, thus foregrounding world-construction as a creative and imagina-
tive practice (cf. Polvinen 2016, 30) – and that in so doing, it both self-reflectively 
interrogates its own ontological status as fiction and rethinks the relations between 
fiction and reality more generally. Fantasy worlds are, as a rule, designed to signal 
their clear ontological separateness from reality (see Wolfe 2011, 72); like the fragile, 
self-undermining ontologies that are widely considered a hallmark of postmodern-
ism (e. g. Waugh 1984, 22; Hutcheon 1988, 40), they are obviously constructed for 
the purposes of the story, and explicitly disavow any conceit of imitating reality (see 
Attebery 2014, 21). This notion of fantasy worlds – or worlds of speculative fiction in 
general – existing “in opposition to our mundane world” is of course fairly banal in 
itself; as Hanna-Riikka Roine notes, it is a standard view in fantasy and science fiction 
research (2016, 59). She rightly criticizes theories of such ontological opposition for 
obscuring the potential of these worlds “to engage us with anything apart from ex-
periencing them as alternatively existing places or looking at our mundane world 
from a ‘fresh’ perspective” (ibid., 60). As an alternative for these approaches, she 
suggests a rhetorical take to world-building as a communicative act, emphasizing the 
role of artifice in interpretation and the readerly recognition that worlds of fiction 
are not objects found through fiction but “real-world constructions made for a pur-
pose” (2016, 33; also Ekman & Taylor 2016, 13). 

Offering readers immersive experiences of alternative realities (e. g. Wolf 2012) or 
serving as estranging vehicles for them to see reality anew (e. g. Suvin 2016a) are, 
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indeed, the two functions that fantasy and science fiction scholarship, as well as on-
tologically minded narratologists like Marie-Laure Ryan (e. g. 2001; 2015; 2019a&b), 
usually attribute to worlds of fiction. Both of these approaches tend to discuss those 
worlds in terms of their internal coherence and illusory qualities (e. g. Attebery 1992, 
42; Wolf 2012; 49; Wolf 2013), generally building on ideals of compelling world-
building spelled out by Tolkien in “On Fairy-Stories” (2006, 132–133). This is why 
I think that, despite the conventionality of this approach, the full implications of the 
ontological poetics of fantasy have still not been sufficiently explored – especially 
when it comes to the potential of its conspicuously artificial imaginary worlds, as 
literary devices, for responding to an irrepresentable reality.  

I do not think immersive adventures and estranged perspectives are all there is to 
the distinct ontological status of fantasy worlds; therefore, I take my cue from 
Roine’s focus on worlds as communicative devices but turn it back towards the on-
tologies of those worlds. What I think has been the main problem of theorizing 
fantasy worlds as ontological entities is its lack of historical context when it comes to the 
changing notions of the relations between fiction and reality. Generally speaking, 
scholarship of fantasy and other forms of speculative fiction usually views such fic-
tion a backlash against “the traditional Western cultural bias in favor of literature 
imitating reality” which Marek Oziewicz, for one, sees as a lasting legacy of the En-
lightenment (2017). Instead of being seen as exemplary of the ontological question-
ing in 20th-century fiction in general – as I do in this study – modern fantasy is thus 
understood, rather anachronistically, in opposition to realism as an ostensibly still-
hegemonic literary norm against which it and other speculative genres wage a lonely 
rebellion.  

This picture of fantasy – and to some degree, by association, other forms of spec-
ulative fiction – as a deviant form setting itself in polar opposition to the norms of 
the so-called literary mainstream is something this thesis is intended to challenge. As 
I see it, regarding fantasy as a divergence from such supposed norms, usually based 
on its supernatural elements (e. g. Manlove 1975, 10–11; Suvin 2016a, 21), leads to 
falsely dichotomous understanding of both fantasy and that mainstream that risks 
reducing one or both of them into strawman versions of themselves. More crucially 
for the purposes of this study, such dichotomy also easily loses sight of fantasy as a 
genre that exists in a historical context and might, as such, be of interest to studies 
of fiction at large when striving to understand broader literary-historical develop-
ments (cf. Polvinen 2014, 61). This is why I have chosen to contrast the notion of 
fantasy as a deviant form of fiction, perhaps a little polemically, with an understand-
ing of fantasy as an exemplary form of fiction or even, to shamelessly paraphrase 
McHale (2010, 26; 2018, 329) paraphrasing Victor Shklovsky (1965b, 57), the most 



24 

typical genre in world literature.6 This is obviously a poetic hyperbole, meant to con-
vey about the same degree of seriousness as Shklovsky and McHale’s versions of this 
outrageous claim. However, what I do mean by it is that I find it more useful for the 
purposes of this study to approach fantasy not in terms of its specificity or difference 
from other modes or traditions of storytelling, but its representativeness of fiction at large 
– its potential to exemplify and illuminate how storytelling works, especially in terms 
of responding to an irrepresentable reality.  

In keeping with Shklovsky and McHale’s accounts, what I therefore mean by 
fantasy being “the most typical” form of fiction is that by virtue of its habit to “lay 
bare” its own devices and techniques (see Shklovsky 1965b, 27), it can reveal to us 
some otherwise hidden internal workings of fiction more generally. As an ontologi-
cally oriented genre that is self-reflectively preoccupied with both its own world-
creating operations (cf. McHale 2018, 327) and the artifice of storytelling in general, 
fantasy is indeed a form of fiction that tends to wear its devices out in the open; and 
as I will demonstrate in Chapter 2, there is also a long-standing philosophical tradi-
tion running through modern fantasy of thematizing storytelling as world-making activ-
ity. In the later sections of this introduction, I will lay out some of the ways the 
poetics of fantasy fiction tends towards such metafictional reflections. The most crucial 
part of the inner workings of fiction that fantasy puts on display – for the purposes 
of this study at the very least – is mimesis itself, as a relationship between fiction and 
reality that is way more complicated, indirect, variable and creative than the usual 
hierarchic and limited understanding of the concept as imitation of reality conveys 
(see Halliwell 2002, 13; Pettersson 2016, 41). By foregrounding its imaginary worlds 
as the focal points of readerly interpretation and emphasizing the ontological gap 
between fiction and reality, fantasy draws attention to the complex artistic practices 
and interpretive processes involved in bridging that gap. As such, it makes those 
complexities of literary mimesis, in general, highly tangible and literal. This opportunity 
it affords for scrutinizing the workings of mimesis, as well as some other, related 
core concepts of narrative studies, makes fantasy fiction a fascinating subject of study 
for narratology at large. 

One of the main objectives of this study, accordingly, is to view the ontological 
poetics of fantasy fiction as a means for rethinking the concept of mimesis – the practices, 
possibilities and limitations of the ways fiction connects with the world outside itself. 
These connections are, as I will discuss shortly, historically variable and dependent 
on changeable conceptions of what constitutes reality in the first place, and they are 
also intrinsically tied to questions of the very value and purpose of fiction as it is perceived 
at any given time. I find that in this particular era of intensifying crisis of 

 
6 Shklovsky famously calls Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy “the most typical work 
in world literature” while McHale in turn applies this designation to science fiction 
as a genre.  
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representation, and in the face of the challenges the so-called post-truth era poses to 
the purposes and even the very distinction of fiction (see Kraatila 2019; Browse et 
al., 2019), a profound conversation about what we actually mean when we talk about 
mimesis is therefore urgently needed – and the foregrounded mimetic operations of 
contemporary fantasy can serve as a useful starting point for such a conversation. It 
has, after all, been fairly widely recognized that the deconstructive poetics of post-
modernism, with its objective of exposing the illusoriness of so-called reality, are not 
up to the task of facing the 21st-century historical situation (e. g. van den Akker & 
Vermeulen 2017, 3; Alber & Bell 2019, 131). A recurring observation in the above-
mentioned debate over the legacy of postmodernism is that “the impossibility of 
truth has become common lore” (Funk 2011, 133) – that there is no need to expose 
the “unreality’ of reality” because it is already evident and impossible to ignore any-
way (also Huber 2014, 15; McHale 2015, 180–181). The ubiquitous prevalence of 
“post-truth” as a buzzword-du-jour can, as I see it, be perceived as a sign of exactly 
this normalization.  

The crisis of representation, which began as a corrective to problems posed by 
an oppressive, hegemonic post-Enlightenment conception of reality, has thus turned 
into a perceived problem in itself. It has led to an anxiety-inducing sense of a near-
complete lack of any shared frame of reference; and as Irmtraud Huber has put it, “art 
might be now called upon to provide counterbalance” (2014, 5). What 21st-century 
fiction confronts, therefore, is a widespread impression of a fragmented reality, ex-
acerbated by internet-era realities like search-engine algorithms, social-media infor-
mation bubbles and an increasingly polarized media landscape in general. While post-
modernist fictions generally found their cultural relevance in the work of disputing 
the representational conceits of literary realism and modernism (see Richardson 
2016, 386), contemporary fiction appears to be more motivated to seek resolutions to 
the intensifying crisis of representation. As posited by various theorists of storytell-
ing after postmodernism, there seems to be a drive in 21st-century literature in gen-
eral to reconnect with reality: to communicate something of relevance about the 
world at large, or to make a commitment to some version of reality, however con-
structed it may be (e. g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 2; Nyqvist 2012, 251; 
Boxall 2013, 10–11; Gibbons 2015, 31). In short, contemporary fiction seeks ways 
to get over its own lack of ontological grounding, to reinvent representation in some 
form despite the absence of anything indisputably real to represent.  
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0.1. The Structure of the Study: on the Methods and the Source 
Material  

When one wants to examine the potential ways for 21st-century fiction to reinvent 
mimesis, looking at contemporary fantasy fiction is a good place to start, for the 
reasons I laid out above. As a whole, this study aims to make a contribution to nar-
rative studies in particular – on the one hand by creating a new perspective to the 
history of Western literature and its responses to reality, on the other by demonstrat-
ing the value of fantasy fiction as a subject of scholarship that invites us to rethink 
our habitual assumptions about the relations between fiction and reality, as well as 
readerly engagements with those relations. This two-fold theoretical approach of my 
interrogation of the ontological poetics of fantasy is signified by the two-part struc-
ture of this thesis. In Part I, my main focus is on periodizing fantasy, situating the genre 
in its literary-historical context as a popular-cultural shadow tradition, of sorts, to 
literary postmodernism. In this retelling, I construct versions of both fantasy and 
postmodernism – both of which are diffuse, much-debated and historically situated 
phenomena that have been notoriously difficult to pin down in scholarship – in an 
illuminating dialogue with each other. In an effort to clarify both what the crisis of 
representation looks like and how the development of these ontologically oriented 
forms of storytelling constitutes a response to it, I focus on comparing the similari-
ties and differences in the ways fantasy and postmodernist fiction construct and use 
their imaginary worlds.  

To illustrate the historical part of my discussion, I also discuss a small secondary 
corpus of classic works of fantasy: The Lord of the Rings, Ursula K. Le Guin’s A Wizard 
of Earthsea (1968) and two of Terry Pratchett’s Discworld novels, Witches Abroad (1991) 
and Reaper Man (1991). These works have been chosen to illuminate, in particular, 
the self-reflective thematization of storytelling that has long been part of fantasy 
storytelling. Towards the end of Part I, as the periodizing narrative I construct here 
reaches the 21st century, I shift to my main corpus of contemporary works of fantasy: 
the already mentioned The Shattered Sea trilogy7 and The Buried Giant, as well as Lev 
Grossman’s The Magicians trilogy (2009–2014)8 and N. K. Jemisin’s The Broken Earth 
trilogy (2015–2017).9 At first, these four works come into play as windows to the 
scholarly debate over contemporary cultural trends in the wake of postmodernism; 
in Part II, they go on to serve as subjects for case studies meant to demonstrate how 
these copiously imaginative works respond to the challenges of 21st-century reality 
via speculative modeling of worlds.  

 
7 Half a King (2014), Half the World (2015), Half a War (2016).  
8 The Magicians (2009), The Magician King (2011), The Magician’s Land (2014).  
9 The Fifth Season (2015), The Obelisk Gate (2016), The Stone Sky (2017).  
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This small and exclusively Anglophone corpus is, of course, by no means in-
tended to encompass all 21st-century fantasy fiction – and I want to emphasize that 
it is not my intention to present a comprehensive picture of the genre in all its mul-
ticultural and historical diversity, even if such a project was possible. Since I ap-
proach fantasy, for the purposes of this study, as a form of fiction that confronts 
both a characteristically Western post-Enlightenment notion of what constitutes ar-
tistic mimesis and the crisis of representation as a similarly Western challenge to that 
notion, it makes sense to focus on fiction written within that cultural sphere.10 The 
secondary corpus of older works illustrates the emergence of fantasy genre as a cul-
tural-historical development in the Anglophone world in particular; the main one 
illuminates the present position of fantasy in terms of that same world. It should be 
acknowledged that the framing of this study also limits my discussion, in effect, to a 
subset of fantasy that exemplifies particularly well the potential this form of fiction 
has to confront the crisis of representation and rethink mimesis after postmodern-
ism. Accordingly, the claims about that potential I make in this study should not be 
taken for generally applicable to all works of 21st-century fantasy – although I do 
think that negotiating the theory of speculative mimesis I develop in this study with 
non-Anglophone or non-Western works of fantasy may provide interesting lines of 
inquiry for follow-up studies. 

All that being said, within the Western and Anglophone sphere, the main corpus 
of this study has been chosen with an aim towards a certain degree of diversity and 
representativeness. It includes one example of fantasy written for younger audiences 
in Abercrombie’s work, one of fantasy written outside the institutional frame of pop-
ular fiction in Ishiguro’s novel, one of highly genre-conscious, critically metafictional 
fantasy in Grossman’s trilogy, and one of overtly politically oriented fantasy in 
Jemisin’s celebrated work, a three-times winner of the prestigious Hugo award for 
the best novel. As such, it is designed to highlight some core tendencies in the cultural 
position of fantasy fiction in the 21st century: the mainstream prestige the genre is 
slowly gaining, the increasing generic self-awareness of fantasy works, and the com-
mitment of many recent works of fantasy to address burning present-day political 
and societal issues like global inequality and climate change. I will also supplement 
the analyses of the primary and secondary source materials throughout the study 
with briefer examples of other influential works within the genre, in an effort to 

 
10 On the flipside, the term “Western” as used in this study is also meant to simply 
indicate the cultural  sphere influenced by this post-Enlightenment notion of what 
constitutes reality and its representation in fiction – a notion both thoroughly ex-
plored and influentially promoted by Erich Auerbach in his  seminal Mimesis :  the Rep-
resentation of  Real ity in Western Literature (1946). The broader-scale, deservedly conten-
tious understanding of “Western civilization” as something homogenous and histor-
ically continuous (see e. g.  Appiah 2018 for crit ique)  is,  however, not subscribed to 
by my thesis .   
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ground my discussion into a reasonably comprehensive picture of the history and 
poetics of English-language fantasy. 

The project in Part I in essentially one of storytelling. The story of fantasy genre, 
its origins and developments, has been told numerous times before, from different 
perspectives and with different emphases, but as I noted above, it has not been told 
in conjunction of the conventional cultural-historical narrative of the 20th century, 
characterized with realism giving way to modernism and modernism to postmod-
ernism. Its generally noted ontological opposition to the “mundane” world has 
therefore not been explored in recognition of the fact that in the historical context 
fantasy developed into the modern genre known today, such opposition of mundan-
ity was not an anomaly but very much on trend. Compared and contrasted with the 
ontological preoccupations and metafictional inquiries of literary postmodernism, 
my study brings to the foreground the neglected dimension of fantasy world-building 
as a means for interrogating the hierarchic relations between stories and worlds. In 
so doing, I will argue, fantasy addresses the topical problem of representing reality 
in fiction and suggests solutions for telling compelling stories in an irrepresentable 
world. My purpose, then, in a nutshell, is to write fantasy into the narrative: to retell the 
conventional story of Western cultural history, from modernism to postmodernism 
and beyond, from the perspective of a player that has been routinely left out in pre-
vious tellings, or at most cast in a minor background role. As these thespian meta-
phors are meant to signal, I approach this periodizing project with a constructivist 
mindset fitting for a study of postmodernism and its legacy, aiming for a useful nar-
rative by which to organize and make sense of the past rather than an objective de-
piction of it (cf. Scholes 1975, 32; McHale 1992, 33). As such, this narrative is also 
designed in the hope of inspiring critical scrutiny, counterproposals and counternar-
ratives (cf. McHale 1992, 6). 

Part II complements this historical perspective with a closer view of the specula-
tive mimesis in fantasy fiction, conducted via my readings of Abercrombie, Ishiguro, 
Grossman and Jemisin’s works. In this part of my study, I approach these case stud-
ies focusing on their inventive world-building, considering the overtly artificial 
worlds presented in these fictions as vehicles for thought experiments which invite the 
reader to entertain new ideas and models by which to organize reality and attribute 
it meaning. In essence, this part of my study is all about reading. My analyses in this 
part are meant to defend the thesis that fantasy storytelling has certain specific af-
fordances which influence the readerly engagement with such fiction; these include 
a high degree of attention called to making sense of the imaginary world emerging from 
the interpretive process, a prominent sense of fictionality as a thematically significant 
part of interpretation and a speculative attitude to the mimetic process as an exercise in 
experimental thinking. These affordances, as I will demonstrate, prompt certain 
reading strategies that actualize particular meaning potential carried by the 
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ontological orientation of fantasy storytelling, chief among them a tendency to invite 
consideration of grand, global or even cosmic-scale thought experiments about 
things like the nature of reality and human existence as part of it. In order to actual-
ize, of course, this potential needs a reader who is familiar with the affordances typ-
ical to the genre – and in this sense, my readings of the case studies will amount to a 
demonstration of how to read fantasy. How to adopt a world-focused, fictionality-sen-
sitive, speculatively oriented reading strategy? To conclude this part, I consider my 
findings in relation with a contemplation of the uses of fantasy in terms of making that 
commitment to reality associated with fiction that aspires beyond postmodernism, 
as tentative suggestions for reasons of both the genre’s current appeal and its value 
as a subject of scholarship. 

The rest of this introductory chapter is devoted to discussing the key concepts of 
this study listed above – mimesis, world, fictionality and speculation – as an outline 
of the poetics of fantasy. They will go on to inform the periodizing project in Part I 
and be expanded upon in relation with the case studies in Part II. I will also elaborate 
on my approach to reading, where interpretation is considered not an automatic re-
sponse but a skillful activity (see Polvinen 2017, 148; Kortekallio 2020, 31–32) – and 
suggest that the readerly skills required and trained by fantasy stories could be very 
useful for the scholarship of fiction outside the genre as well.  

0.2. Why Mimesis? Fantasy as Response to Reality 

At the first glance, discussing fantasy fiction in terms of mimesis may seem like a 
rather unorthodox position. Fantasy is, after all, a genre that has historically been 
notorious for its so-called “escapism” (e. g. Hume 1984, 12; Eco 1987, 65; Hassler-
Forest 2016, 16) – its alleged inclination to provide immersive adventures in made-
up lands or, essentially, literary package holidays on which the reader can forget the 
troubles of real life for a while (cf. Attebery 2014, 4). The very definitions of fantasy 
genre, whether scholarly or colloquial, also most often hinge on the notion that such 
fiction involves “supernatural or impossible worlds, beings or objects” (Manlove 
1975, 10–11), “violation of what the author clearly believes to be natural law” (At-
tebery 1980, 2) or, as Kathryn Hume has succinctly and influentially put it, “any 
departure from consensus reality” (1984, 21). In short, fantasy is commonly under-
stood to deal with things that not only do not exist but cannot exist, and to have little 
concern for questions of verisimilitude or representation (see Martin 2019, 205). The 
science fiction scholar Darko Suvin has gone as far as to declare that fantasy is not 
just indifferent but “inimical to the empirical world and its laws” (2016a, 21), deem-
ing this a deplorable quality that reduces it into a quite useless “subliterature of mys-
tification” (ibid.) which, unlike science fiction, does not provide useful insight into 
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real-world circumstances because it eschews those circumstances altogether (cf. Su-
vin 2016b, 387; McHale 2010, 23).11  

This is why fantasy, often together with science fiction, is frequently described as 
a “non-mimetic” or even “anti-mimetic” form of fiction (e. g. Trebicki 2015, 2–4; 
Richardson 2016, 386; Oziewicz 2017; Kortekallio 2020, 14). These genres, com-
monly grouped together under the umbrella designation of speculative fiction, are 
commonly thought to operate “beyond (or even counter to) mimesis” (Chu 2010, 2) 
because they concern themselves with possibilities – or, as tends to be the case with 
fantasy, impossibilities. Therefore, instead of reflecting or representing reality, they 
invite readers to seek engagement “with what is blatantly not real” (Roine 2016, 18), 
or what is deemed impossible in our habitual perceptions of reality. For Hume, fan-
tasy is even conceptually synonymous with anti-mimesis: she conceives of it as a 
basic impulse of all literature that is diametrically opposed to its “mimetic” impulse, 
a desire to alter the “consensus reality” rather than imitate it (1984, 20). In her usage, 
fantasy and mimesis signify two competing responses to reality which are both present 
in all but the most stringently realist or naturalist subsection of Western literature; in 
the kind of fiction usually designated with the genre label of fantasy, by this line of 
thinking, the rhetorical tension between the two responses skews towards the anti-
mimetic impulse, towards invention rather than reflection (e. g. Oziewicz 2017). 
Hume contends that in order to do justice to the nigh-universal prevalence of fan-
tastic, anti-mimetic elements in fiction, “we must abandon the assumption that mi-
mesis, the vraisemblance to the world we know, is the only real part of literature” (ibid., 
21)12 – and that while much of what human beings experience in life can be easily 
represented in “realistic” terms, “some of the experiences that move us most derive 
from more alien realms of experience, which we have represented in literature 
through the use of fantasy” (ibid., 43).  

As Hume’s choice of wording here demonstrates, mimesis is understood in these 
kinds of accounts basically as the kind of response to reality typical to realist fiction 
– an attempt to reflect reality “authentically” as it is. This equation of mimesis with 
conventions and aspirations of literary realism – as a genre or a period style – is quite 
prevalent in the term’s usage, largely due to the influence of Erich Auerbach’s Mime-
sis: the Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946). In this classic work of literary 
history, Auerbach famously traces the evolution of representations of ordinary 

 
11 For this reason, Suvin originally excluded fantasy from his seminal theory of science 
fiction as “literature of cognitive estrangement ” in Metamorphoses of  Science Fiction 
(1979), arguing that the two genres have nothing in common and are only – and 
regrettably – lumped into the same category for commercial purposes (2016a, 21). He 
has, however, since come to reluctantly revoke this blanket dismissal,  “probably to 
general regret” (2016b, 387–388) in a gloriously grumpy essay tellingly subtit led “Fan-
tasy – Why Bother?”     
12 All emphases in citations are original unless stated otherwise.  
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people and everyday life from the Old Testament and Homer’s Iliad all the way to 
the culmination of such representations in 19th and early 20th-century literature. Alt-
hough Auerbach’s magnum opus explores a wide variety of works that would defi-
nitely not be considered realism by modern standards (see Pettersson 2012, 83) and 
is sensitive to the idea of “reality” as a socially shared and historically mutable con-
struction (Auerbarch 2003, 552; see Isomaa et al. 2012, ix), its alignment of the con-
cept of mimesis with representation of the ordinary and the everyday no doubt plays 
a part in mimesis being most often considered, as per a dictionary definition, “imi-
tative representation of the real world in art and literature” (OED).13 Consequently, 
anything deviant from the formal conventions or subject matter within the scope of 
realism is deemed outside the scope of mimesis as well, including not only genres 
like fantasy or science fiction but also 20th-century postmodernist fiction (e. g. Bern-
aerts & Richardson 2018, 525; see Gomel 2014b, 23; Pettersson 2016, 42–43). In the 
last decade, proponents of “unnatural” narratology like Jan Alber (e. g. 2016) and 
Brian Richardson (e. g. 2016) have been vocally advocating for more attention to be 
paid to these “anti-mimetic” fictions, their narrative devices and the complex inter-
pretive strategies they require – and against what they perceive as a “mimetic bias” 
of narrative studies, a tendency to “take ordinary realist texts or ‘natural’ narratives 
as being prototypical manifestations of narrative” (Alber et al. 2010, 114; also Hume 
1984, 3; Oziewicz 2017; Kortekallio 2020, 13–14). 

If mimesis was understood as imitation of reality, the crisis of representation 
would in fact constitute a broad-scale anti-mimetic development in art by default; 
that crisis stems, after all, from rejection of the realist conceit of art being able to 
empirically represent the world outside itself. Richardson, for one, defines the “un-
natural” anti-mimeticism of literary postmodernism as the abandonment of realist 
conventions of representation for “endlessly inventive construction of antirealistic 
and impossible worlds and events” (2016, 394). In such “anti-realism,” postmodern-
ist fictions do not just disavow any notion of reflecting any reality outside them-
selves; they “play with the very conventions of mimesis” (ibid., 386) in a self-con-
sciously metafictional way, questioning the notion that there even is any reality to be 
accessed through a fiction apart from the version built by that fiction. The modern 
fantasy genre developed roughly contemporaneously with literary postmodernism 
and as a response to the same perceived impossibility of art to imitate or represent 
reality – and like postmodernist fiction, fantasy responds to this crisis of representa-
tion by exploring the ontological status of fiction and the worlds it presents (cf. 
McHale 1987, 10). Its so-called anti-mimeticism, therefore, may also stem not so 
much from a desire to defy or alter a consensus reality as from skepticism over the 

 
13 Auerbach, however, approaches his subject from a historicist perspective and 
through case studies, barely touching on the definit ion or theory of mimesis and its 
roots in the writ ings of Plato and Aristotle (Halliwell 2002, vii).   
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existence of one: a suspicion that in a world “structured by discourses,” any apparent 
consensus of what constitutes reality is just another narratively crafted illusion 
(Hutcheon 1988, 7). In this sense, defining fantasy fiction as “non-mimetic” or “anti-
mimetic” – in terms of its deviations from realist representation or its hostility to 
“empirical world” – strikes me as a poor distinction of the modern genre in its his-
torical context, where literary empiricism is out of vogue across the board (cf. Gomel 
2014b, 63). 

Apart from the sheer anachronism of trying to distinguish a genre that largely 
developed during the 20th century by its deviation from literary norms dominant in 
the 19th, the idea of fantasy – or, for that matter, literary modernism or postmodern-
ism – as an anti-mimetic genre is based on a simplistic understanding of mimesis. Deeming 
“unnatural” elements or “supernatural” occurrences in fiction as signs of that fiction 
operating contrary or beyond mimesis equates the term with an ill-defined and du-
bious idea of fiction imitating something that occurs “naturally” in the world – or 
“holding a mirror to reality” as the dated metaphor goes (see Halliwell 2002, 62; 
Pettersson 2012, 82–83). That was indeed more or less taken to be the social duty of 
art in the 19th-century halcyon days of realism; but before and since then, the rela-
tions between art and reality get more complicated. In his seminal call for rethinking 
the concept, The Aesthetics of Mimesis (2002), Halliwell takes mimesis back to its roots 
in classical antiquity, arguing that the original conceptions of artistic mimesis by Plato 
and Aristotle are much more nuanced and sophisticated than “the still regrettably 
standard translation of mimesis as ‘imitation’” (2002, 13; also Pettersson 2016, 41). 
Drawing from those ancient writings, he formulates instead a dual conception of 
mimesis: firstly, a “world-reflecting” model of fiction as holding that metaphorical 
mirror to reality, and secondly, an understanding of artistic representation as a 
“world-simulating” or “world-creating” activity (2002, 23). The first of these under-
stands mimesis “as committed to depicting and illuminating a world that is (partly) 
accessible and knowable outside art” while the second suggests that mimesis consti-
tutes “the creator of an independent artistic heterocosm, a world of its own, though 
one that […] may still purport to contain some kind of ‘truth’ about, or grasp of, 
reality as a whole” (ibid., 5).  

Halliwell argues that this “polarity between two ways of thinking about represen-
tational art” informs the whole history of the concept of mimesis in Western aes-
thetics and criticism, with the emphasis shifting over time between the world-reflect-
ing and world-simulating aspects of the term, depending on how the relationship 
between art and reality has been perceived (2002, 23–24). The conception of mimesis 
is, therefore, intrinsically tied to the questions of the purpose and value of art as it has been 
perceived in different periods. For romanticists, for example, creation of that “artis-
tic heterocosm” was a task of the artist analogous to that of “the divine creator him-
self” (ibid., 9; also McHale 1987, 29–30), which allows art to attain “the Absolute, or 
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at least more encompassing visions of the world than those provided by the sci-
ences” (Meretoja & Lyytikäinen 2015, 6). Interestingly, this is also a view expressed 
by Tolkien in his “On Fairy-Stories” essay; he considers the “sub-creative” art of 
fantasy storytellers as emulation of God’s creation, producing “secondary worlds” 
through which the reader can get “a fleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of 
the world” (2006, 153). For realists, influenced by the positivist philosophies of the 
Enlightenment, the pendulum swings towards the world-reflecting side of mimesis, 
with the perceived duty and ability of art to represent the scientifically observable 
reality accurately and transparently (see Pettersson 2012, 81). For modernists, preoc-
cupied with human subjectivity and keen to reject anything conventional in the name 
of inventing new forms of expression (see Jameson 1991, 16; McHale 2015, 4), the 
conception of mimesis starts to oscillate back towards the creative end (see Gomel 
2014b, 56); and for postmodernists facing the full-blown crisis of representation, all 
ostensible reflections of reality turn into mere illusions, and self-consciously artificial 
world-creation becomes the appropriate artistic response to the fundamental irrep-
resentability of the world outside discourses (e. g. Waugh 1984, 22; McHale 1992, 4–
5; Hutcheon 2002, 10). Finally, in 21st-century fiction aspiring beyond postmodern-
ism, where many scholars perceive a renewed commitment to representing some 
version of reality (see Huber 2014, 24–26), the pendulum may be swinging the other 
way again. 

The conception of mimesis, then, is in this view contingent on the historically 
changeable connections perceived between art and reality, stories and worlds, narra-
tive and truth. When notions of what constitutes reality shift, the ideas about the 
possibilities and purposes of artistic response to that reality shift with them. Seen 
from this viewpoint, no fiction can be anti-mimetic because all fictions, by the virtue 
of reading as fictions in the first place, negotiate their own relationship with reality 
as something more complex than mere reference (see Polvinen 2012, 108; Walsh 
2016, 382) – even if that relationship involves undermining the idea that reality, in 
any singular and objective sense, even exists. The history of fictional responses to 
reality, from this vantage, is not a sequence of mimetic and anti-mimetic impulses, 
but a process of rethinking mimesis, and the ontological status of fiction, over and over 
again. Considering that one of the main purposes of this thesis is to historicize fan-
tasy genre in terms of the crisis of representation in 20th and 21st-century literature – 
to write it into that periodizing narrative – it makes sense for me to take my cue from 
this more dynamic, less rigid conception of mimesis as well. It helps me, for one 
thing, to demonstrate that the fantasy genre is not an anomalous form of fiction 
deviating from a “natural” mimetic norm of reflecting a pre-given reality but, rather, 
part of a more general response in Western fiction to the realization that the corre-
spondence between storytelling and reality is more complicated than that. Fantasy is 
not, after all, “inimical” to the external world it responds to; it can be, as I hope to 
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show in this study, a vehicle for constructive inquiry about how that world is created 
and what is to be done with it (cf. McHale 1987, 27). 

Halliwell presents his dual conception of mimesis in terms of negotiating the on-
tological status of fiction as well, stating that “concepts of mimesis […] inescapably 
raise questions about the relationship between the world inside and the word outside 
the mimetic work” (Halliwell 2002, 21–22) – that is, the world constructed or pro-
jected by a fictional narrative and the world in which that narrative exists as a literary 
artwork. Given that my thesis engages with the postmodernist questioning of the 
nature of reality, I find it appropriate to also discuss the worlds inside and outside fiction 
in these terms henceforth, since they are neutral about any ontological hierarchy be-
tween these worlds while still maintaining distinction. This usage ties in with the 
non-hierarchic understanding of mimesis I employ in this study, as opposed to the 
simple and one-directional understanding of the relations between worlds inside and 
outside fiction suggested by the concept of representation.  

Historically, when the understanding of mimesis skews towards world-creation, 
the world inside fiction is foregrounded; when it is understood as world-reflecting 
activity, the emphasis shifts on the one outside. What this two-world model makes 
clear, however, is that any fiction involves both in its response to reality, constructing 
an internal world that is in some way based on and brought to negotiation with the 
external one. This is also how Ricoeur conceptualizes mimesis in his Time and Nar-
rative (1984): he presents it in terms of an interpretive process consisting of “prefigura-
tion,” “configuration” and “refiguration.”14 In this three-stage process, the reader 
first makes sense of the fiction based on their “preunderstanding or the world of 
action, its symbolic structures and its temporal character” (ibid., 54), then proceeds 
to configure a “kingdom of the as if” (ibid. 64) by working out the narrative organi-
zation of the work of fiction as a whole, and ultimately seeks to reconcile “the world 
of the text and the world of the hearer or reader” with each other (ibid. 7). Put in 
Halliwell’s more explicitly ontological terms,15 this mimetic process starts with the 
focus on the world outside fiction, then shifts to the one inside, and ends up with 
the tension between the two potentially reshaping the reader’s understanding of the 
world outside (see Alber et al. 2018, 449–450). It is essentially the same oscillation 
between reflective and creative mimesis as the one discussed above, but this time 
writ on the level of interpreting a single work of fiction rather than developments of 
literary history at large.    

 
14 Ricouer himself names these stages mimesis ₁ ,  mimesis ₂ and mimesis ₃ – the more 
descriptive terms I prefer to use here are derived from his writ ings by Jan Alber, 
Marco Caracciolo and Irina Marchesini (2018, 449).  
15 While Ricoeur frequently uses spatial metaphors like “world” and “kingdom” in his 
discussion, his model of mimesis is primarily about emplotment, or organizing a nar-
rative into a coherent temporal structure (1984, 66 ).   
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The renewed understanding or the world outside may then go on to shape the 
reader’s subsequent acts of world-configuration, and “[t]hus the hermeneutic circle 
of narrative and time never stops being reborn from the circle that the stages of 
mimesis form” (Ricoeur 1984, 76). Aside from informing the reader’s future engage-
ments with other fictions (cf. Kukkonen 2008, 263), as I understand it, this kind of 
circular pattern repeats in the process of interpreting any one work of fiction as well, 
with the reader’s evolving perceptions of the worlds inside and outside fiction con-
stantly looping back into each other in a dialogic manner. Moreover, as Ricoeur him-
self acknowledges (1984, 53), this hermeneutic process “pivots” on the configura-
tive, world-creating stage of mimesis, that “grasping together” (ibid., 66) of the 
“kingdom of the as if” as a whole. The world inside fiction, in other words, catalyzes 
the whole interpretive process, enabling that potentially transformative negotiation 
between worlds to happen. As Ricoeur’s poetic wording can be taken to suggest, the 
worlds inside fictions are not supposed to so much mimic the world outside – alt-
hough they obviously always do, to some degree (see Pettersson 2016, 49) – as to 
contrast it, being pretend-worlds to approach “as if” they were real but with full 
awareness that they are actually not (see Polvinen 2012, 108; Huber 2014, 71). This 
inherent artifice of configuring worlds inside fiction is, then, a fundamental effect of 
mimesis. 

This means that the tendency of fantasy stories towards creating those “impossi-
ble” worlds not only fits comfortably within the scope of mimetic activity but, more 
importantly, serves to highlight the way fiction builds its worlds and responds to 
reality in general. As I will argue next, by foregrounding their creative and imagina-
tive world-building operations as the focal point of interpretation fantasy stories 
make the world inside fiction conspicuous as the pivotal point of the mimetic pro-
cess – and thus highlight and exaggerate those negotiations between the worlds in-
side and outside themselves. To use Shklovsky’s classic term, they estrange mimesis 
itself, turning it from an “automatic” interpretive process into a visible structure of 
meaning-making (see 1965a, 11–12). Thus, fantasy world-building may foreground 
not only the complexities of the relationship a particular built world has to that out-
side fiction, but also the way worlds of fiction respond to reality more generally.   

0.3. Why Worlds? Fantasy as an Art of World-Creation  

In narrative studies, “world” is a fairly old and well-established cognitive metaphor 
commonly used to articulate readerly engagements with fiction. One of the most 
prominent applications of this metaphor for this purpose is, of course, the concept 
of “storyworld” coined by David Herman, which denotes mental models of spatio-
temporal conditions projected by readers in order to make sense of narratives and 
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to “experience” fictional people and events (e. g. Herman 2002; see Ryan 2016, 12–
13; Caracciolo 2020, 48). Another is the possible worlds theory as applied to literary 
criticism by scholars like Ryan (e. g. 1991; 2019b), Thomas Pavel (1986) and Lubomír 
Doležel (1998), which also conceives of “fictional worlds” as reader-projected men-
tal models – in this case ones for thinking through different scenarios and states of 
being, or “set[s] of mutually compatible propositions” (Ryan 2016, 16) that might 
actualize, or not, in the course of reading a story. Both of these usages of the “world” 
metaphor have everything to do with interpretive strategies: they are employed in 
pursuit of answers to the age-old questions about how readers comprehend narra-
tives, why people care about fiction and what it is that makes obviously imaginary 
places and events feel “real” to readers. The “worldness” of fiction (see Ryan 2019b) 
is accordingly, as I noted earlier, particularly often evoked in accounts on stories as 
something to be vicariously experienced, accompanied by additional spatial meta-
phors of the reader’s consciousness being “transported,” “relocated” or “immersed” 
into a world inside fiction, and from there perceiving that world as if it was a real 
place (e. g. Ryan 2001, 14–15; 2016, 17; 2019b, 74; Herman 2002, 5; Caracciolo 2020, 
9–10; see Hatavara et al. 2016, 1–3 for an overview; cf. Walsh 2017, 462 for critique). 
My task in this study, to reiterate, is to contrast this notion by focusing on the artifice 
of these worlds as constructed wholes – and to examine the implications of this artifice 
for the affordances of fantasy storytelling. 

Understood as mental models, worlds inside fiction are considered basically in-
terfaces that form between the reader’s psyche and the story in the process of read-
ing; they are typically cast as quite ephemeral cognitive structures, means for sense-
making rather than something to make sense of in themselves. Richard Walsh has 
even called for abandonment of the “world” metaphor altogether because, in his 
view, it assigns too much importance to mental modeling of imaginary spaces which, 
he asserts, plays only an “auxiliary” role in our cognitive engagements with fiction – 
in other words, because he does not consider getting to know the world inside fiction 
a priority in interpretation (2017, 475–476). In contrast, the scholarship of fantasy 
fiction has traditionally been particularly interested in world-building as a creative 
rather than interpretive activity, and in the resulting worlds themselves as artistic 
creations and meaningful entities.16 Ever since Tolkien introduced his famous 

 
16 This difference of perspective may stem from the fact that fantasy authors have 
historically often moonlighted as fantasy scholars, leading to a  more author -oriented 
view of world-building than is typical to narratology (see Ekman & Taylor 2016; cf. 
Ryan 2016, 12).  In addition to Tolkien, other early authors theorizing the process of 
world-building include writers and poets like George MacDonald, Dorothy L. Sayers 
and C. S. Lewis, who created their own imaginary worlds and analyzed what they were 
doing (see Wolfe 2011, 6–7).  Several actual manuals and “how-to” books of world-
building for aspiring write rs have also been written: examples include Orson Scott 
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concepts of sub-creator and secondary world in the aforementioned “On Fairy-Sto-
ries” essay (2006, 122), the notion of storytelling as an art of world-creation has been 
closely associated with fantasy – an association strong enough to have some fantasy 
scholars, like Andrew Rayment, even consider creation of “alternative or parallel 
worlds” (2014, 16) the defining trait of the genre. Fantasy as a storytelling tradition 
certainly has developed a habit of building very distinct and memorable imaginary 
realms – often with extremely detailed made-up cosmologies, geographies, histories, 
cultures and languages – made even more concrete with maps that are commonly 
included in fantasy books as paratexts (see Ekman 2013; 2018, 71). The genre’s rep-
utation for producing a bevy of paper-thin pseudo-medieval carbon copies of Mid-
dle-earth notwithstanding (see Mendlesohn 2008, 7; Roine 2016, 66), the most com-
pelling, popular and enduring works of fantasy all share an ontological orientation to 
storytelling; they invite the reader to explore the world through the story, rather than 
the other way around.  

In The Lord of the Rings, for an obvious example, Frodo’s quest to Mount Doom 
takes him and his companions, and the reader along with them, through wildly vari-
able landscapes, encountering different beings and cultures which all introduce to 
the reader new details of and stories about Middle-earth. The immediate story about 
destroying the One Ring thus becomes a lens through which the reader gets to see 
the world unfold and come to life – as a compelling, magical realm with a long and 
complex history. In Harry Potter series, for another example, the hidden world of 
witches and wizards, as a place, is what most seems to fascinate many fans of the 
books, who often report having fantasized about getting their own Hogwarts invita-
tions on their 11th birthday and becoming part of that world.17 “Nerdy” as such pre-
occupation with imaginary places may seem to Walsh (2019, 400), it appears clear 
enough to me that for avid readers of fantasy fiction, getting to know the worlds 
such fiction presents does matter a great deal – to the point, in fact, that it is reason-
able to state that making sense of the world inside fiction forms the focal point of 
interpreting fantasy storytelling. In fantasy stories, worlds are indeed objects of 

 
Card’s How to Write  Science Fiction and Fantasy  (1990) and Stephen L. Gillett ’s World-
Building:  A Writer’s  Guide t o Constructing Star Systems and Life -Support ing Planets  (1995) 
(see Wolf 2012, 6).  
17 This phenomenon is not lost on the marketing of the ongoing media franchise 
either:  it  has been recently rebranded “Wizarding World” as a catch -all moniker for 
both Rowling’s seven original Harry Potter novels and related works like The Cursed 
Child play (2016) and the  Fantastic  Beasts  movie pentalogy (2016–), as well as affiliated 
online communities, theme parks and suchlike. This choice of name for the franchise 
implies that the later installments are meant to expand on the imaginary world of the 
book, rather than Harry’s story itself – suggesting that  people can still return to the 
compelling magical world, by watching those movies, visit ing those themes parks and 
getting sorted into their Hogwarts houses in the Wizarding World online community, 
even though the book series is long -finished. 
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interest in their own right, their spatio-temporal conditions and internal logic con-
stituting an ontological riddle (cf. Huber 2014, 56) the reader is invited to puzzle 
over, based on clues provided in the narrative. The notion of world-projection as a 
means for making sense of the story is thus turned to its head (cf. McHale 2010, 16–
17). Ryan, having noted something similar, suggests that different types of fiction 
can be classified on a sliding scale from those eliciting readerly interest mainly to-
wards plot to those eliciting it mainly towards the world – proposing that fantasy is 
one of the genres which tend to be more interesting in terms of the latter (2016, 25–
26; also Hassler-Forest 2016, 3).18 

The apparent importance of creative world-building for the poetics of fantasy has 
also led the scholarship of the same to develop a highly literal-minded outlook to the 
concept of “world” as an object. Starting from Tolkien’s secondary worlds, worlds of 
fantasy fiction have most typically been conceived of as imaginary but tangible 
“places for stories to happen” as Stefan Ekman and Isabel Taylor succinctly put it 
(2016, 8; also Wolf 2012, 17): literary lands which readers can explore (see 
Mendlesohn 2008, 14; Wolf 2012, 48) and which hold their own internal “truth” the 
reader can believe while they stay “as it were, inside” (Tolkien 2006, 132). This world-
as-place conception underlies most approaches to imaginary worlds in the research 
tradition of fantasy fiction, going by different names but seldom conceptually chal-
lenged (e. g. Attebery 1992, 66; Mendlesohn 2008, xiv; Ekman 2013, 9–10). Contrary 
to the idea of worlds of fiction as subjective mental models projected by the reader, 
this conception of world-building sees the fantasy world as an entity that objectively 
pre-exists the stories that “happen” within it. This assumption is evident in, for ex-
ample, Mark J. P. Wolf’s remark that “worlds can exist without stories, but stories 
cannot exist without a world” (2012, 29; cf. Ryan 2016, 25); the world, in this sense, 
is conceived of as a realm that is found and entered through a story, rather than 
projected by the reader in the process of interpretation. This notion is, of course, by 
no means unique to fantasy studies, but quite inherent to “world” as a cognitive 
metaphor – it encapsulates, after all, quite a logical and “natural” perception that 
“there cannot be events without existents, and since existents are objects with spatial 
extension, they must exist somewhere” and therefore need “a world that contains 

 
18 Some tentative empirical evidence of people reading some kinds of stories in a 
more world-oriented way than others is provided by Chris Gavaler and Dan Johnson’s 
reader response study “The Genre Effect ,” where they compared readerly attentive-
ness when reading science fiction compared to reading what they call “narrative re-
alism” (2017, 84).  They found that participants focused on different things when 
reading science-fictional and realist versions of the same short story: with the realist  
story, they reported more “theory-of-mind” effort exerted towards understanding the 
minds of characters, whereas with the science fiction version, they exerted more 
“theory-of-world” effort towards understanding the world presented in the story 
( ibid. ,  95).   
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them” as Ryan reasons (2016, 23; also 2019b, 63). With their literal-minded outlook 
to worlds, fantasy scholars merely make this basic conceit of the metaphor more 
visible. 

This conception of the world inside fiction as a “container for a story” (see 
Mäkelä & Polvinen 2018, 502) – a closed, opaque vessel that keeps the substance of 
fiction safely separate from the outside world – makes a certain amount of intuitive 
sense, playing along with what Ricoeur dubs “referential illusion” (1984, 79): an im-
pression that the object of fictional references must be a fictional world (also Ryan 
2019b, 75; cf. Walsh 2019, 399). It is certainly in line with common, colloquial ways 
people talk about fiction, and especially works of fantasy and science fiction, as por-
tals into other worlds, with readerly experiences of such fiction often described in 
terms of going on a journey (e. g. Ekman 2013, 1–2). Walsh has denounced this 
ontologically oriented idea of fiction as naïve and trivial, stating that “fictional-world 
approaches […] merely repeat such imaginative response to fiction in a theoretical 
register, and so secure intuitive appeal at the expense of explanatory force” (2019, 
400). I do agree with him on the point that theoretical approaches to world of fiction 
as imaginary places can be somewhat lacking in analytical rigor. This is, in my view, 
particularly true of accounts that reduce readerly engagements with those worlds, 
often through the aforementioned travel metaphors, to immersion – that illusory 
experience of the reader’s consciousness being “inside” the world of fiction and ex-
periencing it as a “virtual reality” (e. g. Ryan 2001, 14–15; Herman 2002, 14; Wolf 
2012, 48–49; de Smedt & de Cruz 2015, 62). This is the area where the understanding 
of the world as a container for fictional objects and events becomes particularly un-
helpful, since, as Maria Mäkelä and Merja Polvinen note, it “can make us think that 
we can imagine ourselves in only one world at a time” (2018, 502). The reader can, 
in other words, ostensibly perceive the world inside fiction either from the inside as 
a life-like place or from the outside as an intentionally constructed work of art, but 
they cannot do both at once.  

This is the logic by which, in studies of both fantasy and fiction in general, it has 
often been taken for granted that immersion and awareness of literary artifice are 
mutually exclusive readerly experiences (e. g. Ryan 2001, 199; Keen 2007, 57; Wolf 
2012, 37; for critique, see Roine 2016, 40; Polvinen 2016, 24; Anderson & Iversen 
2018, 570).19 This supposed dichotomy is analogous to the previously discussed po-
larity between mimetic and anti-mimetic fictions, the former being ascribed “natu-
ral,” life-like immersive experiences and the latter being associated with “unnatural” 

 
19 In addition to fantasy scholarship, this dichotomous view of immersion and artifice 
has been especially characterist ic to the so -called first generation of cognitive narra-
tology (e. g. Ryan 2001; Herman 2002). With the second generation developing more 
nuanced models for underst anding readers’ cognitive engagements with fiction, it  is 
now somewhat on the wane (see Polvinen 2018, 67).  
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postmodernist language games and metafictional self-reflection that make it impos-
sible for the reader to take the world inside fiction at face value as that “kingdom of 
the as if” (e. g. Richardson 2016; 393). As will become clear in the course of this 
study, I find this dichotomous view of immersion and artifice simplistic. In fact, I 
think the importance of readerly immersion as the objective of fictional world-build-
ing has been greatly overstated, especially in studies of fantasy, which have custom-
arily assumed that a fantasy world is “successful” when the reader experiences it 
from an “insider” perspective only (e. g. Tolkien 2006, 132; Mendlesohn 2008, xviii; 
Wolf 2012, 49). I do not mean to claim, as Walsh does, that “[o]ur cognitive engage-
ment with narrative is irreducibly semiotic, not experiential, and its effects are not 
‘immersive’” (2017, 476); I do believe that there is an experiential side to readerly 
engagements with worlds inside fiction, and indeed that such experientiality is insep-
arable from perceiving such worlds as worlds in the first place. However, I will argue 
throughout this study, taking my cue from the work of Polvinen (2012; 2016) and 
Roine (2016, 16–17) among others, that an “outsider” perspective to the world inside 
fiction as a coherent, created whole is just as crucial a part of interpreting fantasy stories 
as the insider one.  

I concur, for one thing, with Polvinen on the point that a certain awareness of 
artifice is a necessary precondition for immersion in itself, since it allows the reader 
to experience the fiction as fiction (2012, 108–109) – it enables them to negotiate the 
world inside fiction mindful of the fact that “the non-actuality of that environment 
is one of the qualities that [they] have to negotiate’” (2016, 29; Mäkelä & Polvinen 
2018, 510; also Anderson & Iversen 2018, 582; Kukkonen & Nielsen 2018, 475). 
Furthermore, an outsider perspective to the world inside fiction is also fundamental 
part of the very process of mimesis as described above, given that configuring such 
a world as a whole is what enables the reader to perceive it as separate from and 
comparable with the world outside in the first place – in essence, to recognize its 
ontological status as fictional rather than referential in terms of its response to reality (cf. 
Walsh 2016, 382). To return to the earlier example, when the reader follows the 
hobbits Frodo and Sam along on their journey to Mount Doom, they do not simply 
walk vicariously into Mordor, but perceive the stronghold of Sauron as part of the 
broader entity of Middle-earth, its dualism of good and evil, and the long battle be-
tween the two that informs the cosmology of the whole world, both spatio-tempo-
rally and thematically. The world thus gains meaning from this outsider perspective 
as a created object intended to be grasped as a whole, its internal workings perceived as 
thematically significant in terms of the ideas communicated by The Lord of the Rings 
as a work of fiction. Such a perception of a world is, in itself, deeply “unnatural” in 
the sense that gazing at a world from such a cosmic, big-picture perspective is only 
possible if that world is an artificial construction (cf. Richardson 2016, 393). Espe-
cially in the midst of the crisis of representation, a world that appears as possibly 
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representable in its entirety is conspicuous as a fictional creation, or at least conspicuously 
fictionalized by the very act of representing it. Fantasy world-building, with its sheer 
amount of invention, makes this ontological status of the resulting worlds stand out 
even more.  

As I will argue in Part I, the habit of fantasy storytelling of inventing highly intri-
cate imaginary worlds – that is, worlds that are artificial, imaginatively created things 
and blatantly obvious as such – is a trait it shares with postmodernist fiction. Even 
though fantasy world-building tends to aim for coherence while postmodernist nar-
ratives are liable to undermine and deconstruct their own creations, the effect in 
terms of mimesis is remarkably similar: they both draw attention to the world inside 
fiction as something that is created rather than represented and, therefore, invite an 
interpretive strategy that is founded on configuring that world. These worlds are not cast as 
mere proxies for the world outside fiction built around the principle of minimal de-
parture (see Roine 2016, 27–28; McHale 2018, 327)20 but are presented as objects of 
interest in their own terms, made so by their obvious separation from outside-world 
considerations. While these imaginary worlds are of course based on readerly prefig-
uration of reality, and therefore always share some basic similarity with the world 
outside, they become objects of readerly attention by their invented qualities (see 
Wolf 2012, 35), or the “strange newness” Suvin terms novum (2016a, 18; cf. Rayment 
2014, 19). Thus foregrounding the configurative stage of mimesis, these ontologically oriented 
fictions cast the world inside fiction as the point on which the whole interpretive 
process pivots (cf. McHale 2010, 17), and in the process draw attention to the rela-
tion that world has to the one outside as something more complex than reflecting a 
pre-given reality. Responding to the crisis of representation, the ontological poetics 
of both fantasy and postmodernist fiction thus raise questions about the correlation 
of worlds and stories – and the possibility that all versions of reality, both inside and 
outside fictions, are actually constructed things produced in language, storytelling 
and symbolic systems. 

The concept of “world” and the cognitive metaphors surrounding it do indeed 
have intuitive appeal – that, however, does not mean they automatically constitute a 
simplistic understanding of how fiction works. As I see it, fantasy stories do not 
merely evoke, project or even create worlds, but use them to negotiate their own 
relation to the world outside, not so much in terms of comparing invented circum-
stances to “the empirical world” (cf. Suvin 2016a, 23) as by the way of exposing and 
questioning habitual assumptions about what even constitutes a world, and whether 

 
20 This principle, coined by Ryan (1991, 51),  refers to the almost universally accepted 
idea that readers would always assume the world of fiction to  resemble the world 
outside in all other respects but those explicit ly stated to be otherwise. Though the 
principle is hard to argue with per se, it  emphasizes the supposed similarity of expe-
rience of a fiction to “everyday social cognition” in a way that is liable to obscure 
the specificity of readerly engagements with fiction (see Polvinen 2012, 104).  
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worlds precede their narrative representations or are produced by them (cf. McHale 
1987, 79; 2018, 239). In other words, these fictions do things with their worlds that 
estrange the metaphor itself, affording a critical reexamination of that intuitive, habitual 
conception of worlds, either inside or outside fiction, as “language-independent” 
entities (see Ryan 2015, 9) that pre-exist stories told “about” them. In this self-re-
flective world-building, again, I do not think fantasy distinguishes itself as a genre 
from other kinds of fiction; it would be more accurate to state that by exaggerating 
its own ontological status, fantasy storytelling thematizes its own fictionality, demonstrat-
ing not only how every imaginary world is made (cf. Shklovsky 1965b, 57) but also 
the complexity of the relations between fictional world-creation and world-reflec-
tion. It interrogates, in short, the ontological status of fiction. Next, I will take a 
closer look at how this metafictional quality of fantasy relates to its mimetic processes.  

0.4. Which Fictionality? Fantasy as Conspicuous Fiction 

Fantasy stories are conspicuous fictions coming from a long line of conspicuous 
fictions. Not only do they tend to afford interpretations revolving around those ob-
viously imaginary, configured worlds discussed above; they also visibly participate in 
a highly recognizable genre tradition, thus strongly calling for the reader’s “preun-
derstanding” of that tradition (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 54), or “popular cultural memory” 
(Kukkonen 2008, 261)  as a contextual frame of reference at the prefigurative stage 
of mimesis (also Lanzendörfer 2016, 9). Fantasy is thus audacious about its quality 
as fiction on both textual and contextual level. In addition to that, as I noted earlier, 
the genre also has a long-standing philosophical tradition of thematizing and exam-
ining storytelling itself: drawing from a vast reference pool of myths, legends, folk-
lore and fairy tales, fantasy stories are, as a rule, preoccupied with the way such stories 
are made and circulated, the roles they play in the world and human lives and the 
power they have to shape reality (see Attebery 2014, 3). These are, it seems to me, 
traditional recurring themes of fantasy – and raised by each work in my main corpus as 
well. The Shattered Sea explores the birth of legends by following its characters be-
coming storied heroes; The Broken Earth inquires about the ways people construct 
their identities and perceive their place in society by stories; The Magicians thematizes 
reading itself, casting stories as both futile attempts to escape reality and means for 
personal growth; and The Buried Giant presents a world that appears, as a whole, an 
artificial version of distant past created by storytelling. I will provide more in-depth 
analyses of each of these examples, and others, later on in this study – for now, it 
suffices to note that I find my corpus fairly representative of the genre as a whole 
when it comes to this obsession with storytelling.  
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On the whole, as a form of fiction that foregrounds the configurative stage of 
mimesis, fantasy implicitly reflects on its own ontological concerns as an art of im-
aginative world-creation. Brian Attebery has accordingly deemed fantasy “a form of 
literary narrative that is one degree more fictional than fiction,” reasoning that since 
a fantasy world “not only does not exist but could not exist,” its relation to the world 
outside fiction must be “inescapably metaphoric” and, as such, indirect and ambig-
uous (2014, 21). Although I find fault in his notion that fantasy achieves this second-
degree fictionality by simply “renouncing claims to report directly on reality” (ibid.) 
– since that is obviously a necessary condition of any degree of fictionality (see Cohn 
1999, Kukkonen & Nielsen 2018, 475; Walsh 2019, 388) – I do of course concur 
with the point that fantasy is more blatantly “unreal” than fiction on average. It is, 
therefore, indeed conceivable as a particularly fictional form of fiction, at least pro-
vided that one subscribes, as I do, to the view that creation of ontologically distinct 
worlds is “part of the very definition of fictionality” (McHale 2018, 327; cf. Mäkelä 
2019, 458) – or even, to put it in the “extremely simple” commonsensical terms 
endorsed by Henrik Skov Nielsen and others, that fictionality as a discourse is char-
acterized by invention (Kukkonen & Nielsen 2018, 474; also Nielsen et al, 2015, 63–
64; cf. Scholes 1975, 62). In terms of the hermeneutic model of mimesis, by this 
logic, fictionality is tied to the configurative stage of the cycle, where the world inside 
fiction becomes distinguishable from the one outside (cf. Alber et al. 2018, 451) – 
the stage which, as I argued above, fantasy stories foreground. 

Nielsen himself takes care to point out that this definition of fictionality concerns 
rhetoric and interpretation rather than ontology, the invention residing in the discur-
sive act itself rather than “the alleged storyworld” that emerges from it (Kukkonen 
& Nielsen 2018, 475). However, as Walsh notes, defining fictionality in terms of 
invention does have ontological repercussions, since the discursive act of invention 
differs from that of reporting only in terms of its “referential status” (2019, 414). 
Fiercely opposed to any notion of fiction creating worlds (2017), Walsh himself is of 
the mind that while “most fiction is indeed invented to some degree,” this is not an 
intrinsic condition of fictionality but only “a circumstantial consequence” of audi-
ences interpreting texts as fictional in the first place (2019, 415).21 He assumes a 
provocative position that fictionality is a purely rhetorical “communicative resource” 
that signifies a text’s “independence from directly informative kinds of relevance” 
(2019, 398–399) – and that deploying this “resource” in communication is not tied 
to any particular features of the discourse itself (also Nielsen et al. 2015, 64–66; cf. 
Cohn 1990; Hatavara & Mildorf 2017), but depends on just the “intent” of a creator 

 
21 On Walsh’s part,  this is a departure from the posit ion he presumably shared with 
his co-authors Nielsen and James Phelan when the trio stated, in “Ten Theses about 
Fictionality” (2015) that “[t]he use of fictionality depends on a capacity to invent 
which offers its audience an invitation to imagine and interpret” (63 –64). 
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and “contextual assumption” of such intent made by their audience based on “the 
shared cognitive environment” between the two (ibid., 412). To put it in simple and 
quite unsatisfactory terms, a discursive act would thus be fictional because the people 
involved in that act take it for fictional (see Kukkonen & Nielsen 2018, 490).  

On the whole, in my view, the vagueness of this alternative notion of how fic-
tional discourse comes across as such makes Walsh’s emphatic disavowal of any on-
tological distinction of fictionality – and his related hostility to the very concept of 
world – deeply unpersuasive. As far as I can see, he merely denies the mimetic as-
pects and other distinctive narrative signals of fictionality without replacing them 
with anything that would have more of that “explanatory force” he purportedly 
seeks. Instead of providing more clarity, the resulting minimalist definition of fic-
tionality strips the concept of anything that would tie it to fiction as an artistic prac-
tice, in favor of making it broadly applicable to nonliterary communicative situations 
like political speeches and commercials. It is, therefore, rightly criticized for having 
little to offer to the study of “generic fiction” (e. g. Mäkelä 2019, 458–459; Mildorf 
2019).22 I might add that this is especially true for 21st-century fiction, which is called 
to reflect on its own distinction and purpose in a “post-truth” media environment 
where lines between fictional and non-fictional discourse often get blurred (see 
Browse et al. 2019, 248–249). In that same environment, it is of course also quite 
naïve to assume that all participants in any communicative situation share the same 
contextual assumptions of intentions behind the situation, especially when it comes 
to very indirect and impersonal exchanges such as generic fiction (see ibid., 253; 
Mildorf 2019, 246) – or, say, any conversation happening on the internet.  

Given that it is hard to even imagine a narrative discourse, literary or nonliterary, 
that would be recognizable as fictional without involving any invention, whether or 
not that invention is “intrinsic” to fictionality is a purely semantic question anyway. 
In terms of the mimetic process, it is of little consequence if fictionality resides in 
the world-configuring creative and interpretive act or the configured world itself – it 
is still locatable in the second, pivotal stage of mimesis. As a general principle, I do 
not see any reason why fictionality should be considered an exclusively rhetorical or 
ontological matter at all; or, to use Walsh’s wording, why it should “attach” to either 
“the fiction-producing communicative act” or “to its product, a fictional referent or 
object” (2019, 399; also Nielsen et al. 2015, 65) – or, to take a third option offered 
by Mari Hatavara and Jarmila Mildorf, to fictionalizing narrative techniques by which 
the former produces the latter (2017, 67). Attributing fictionality to any one of these 

 
22 Adherents to the “rhetorical  paradigm” of fictionality seem to be, as a rule, more 
interested in applying the concept to these kinds of nonliterary situations, with a 
mission statement to the effect that fictionality “is ubiquitous in our culture” and  
“employed in polit ics, business, medicine, sports, and throughout the disciplines of 
the academy” – and a woefully understudied phenomenon given this prevalence (Niel-
sen et al.  2015, 62).  
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things hardly precludes also attributing it to the others, at least in the case of generic 
fiction where each of these three layers of the communicative process is steeped in 
artifice: the act in artistic intent and reception, the narrative techniques in literary 
conventions, and the referents or objects in at least some degree of invention. Fan-
tasy would arguably be exaggeratedly fictional on each of these levels: its communi-
cative intent is defined by an overt disavowal of any “informative relevance,” its 
narrative form is affiliated with a notoriously imaginative genre, and a significant 
portion of its referents are conspicuously imaginary. These different levels of artifice 
do not cancel each other out but, on the contrary, feed into and enhance one another. 
Therefore, as I see it, it makes much more sense to treat the rhetorical and ontolog-
ical dimensions of fictionality as a both/and proposition rather than either/or (cf. 
Cohn 1990, 776) – and to add a caveat that these dimensions are not nearly as neatly 
separable as Walsh seems to think. 

A key motivation for scholars to do away with the notion that fiction creates 
worlds seems to lie in a desire to demonstrate that fictional discourse has “real-world 
communicative relevance” (Walsh 2019, 414) and “is not ultimately a means of con-
structing scenarios that are cut off from the actual world but rather a means for 
negotiating an engagement with that world” (Nielsen et al. 2015, 62). This, for me, 
echoes the numerous apologias made by theorists of fantasy and science fiction seek-
ing to defend these genres against accusations of escapism (e. g. Scholes 1975, 29; 
Tolkien 2006, 146; Suvin 2016a); and I gather that what is ultimately opposed here 
as well is the notion that fiction is “unserious” or concerned with “unrealities” and 
therefore, as it is inferred, communicates nothing of consequence about the “real 
world” (cf. Roine 2016, 59–60; Ryan 2019a, 435). In contrast, according to its pro-
ponents, the rhetorical approach to fictionality “foregrounds the communicative rel-
evance of fictionality” (Walsh 2019, 421) and “helps us understand some aspects of 
what generic fictions do and how they contribute to shaping our perception of the 
real world” (Nielsen et al. 2015, 70). Since in this conception, there is only one world 
being addressed through fiction in the first place – the “real” one – there is no idle 
escapist immersion into an imaginary realm to be considered, only that “irreducibly 
semiotic” communicative exchange (Walsh 2017, 476). This has prompted Ryan, 
herself a prominent champion of the world-based understanding of fiction, to point 
out rather exasperatedly that for Walsh and his ilk, reading fiction seems to be “dead 
serious business,” involving no indolent “play with or in fictional worlds” but calling 
for readers to just “extract messages […] that bear strict relevance to either textual 
coherence, or to the real world” (2019a, 437; cf. Landy 2012, 181–182). 

I concur with Ryan on the point that the reading strategies suggested by Walsh’s 
approach do not seem very fun – and, more importantly, do not ring particularly 
true, considering the variety of functions that actual readers may attribute to their 
encounters with fiction (Ryan 2019a, 438; cf. Felski 2008, 8; Keen 2020, 2). As my 
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previous discussion of world-building makes clear, however, I do align with the rhe-
torical approach in the view that there is more to engaging with fiction than immer-
sive experiences in imaginary worlds – and pursue a conception of mimesis founded 
on a constructive dialogue between fiction and the outside world, with the implicit 
assumption that the former indeed has some “communicative relevance” in terms 
of the latter. Mimesis, understood as that hermeneutic process, is a communicative 
act after all, and configuring a world is the pivotal stage of that act. When that stage 
is foregrounded, as ontologically oriented forms of fiction like fantasy do, the world 
inside fiction becomes a communicative device in itself; viewed from that “unnatural” 
god-perspective afforded by the manifest status of such a world as a created artefact, 
it appears a “scale-model,” to borrow McHale’s conception (2010, 21; cf. Scholes 
1975, 11) of a way of configuring a reality. To recall the earlier Tolkien example, the 
version of Middle-earth emerging from a reader’s interpretation may, for instance, 
form into a model of world organized along a mythic duality of light and darkness, 
and the world as an artefact thus communicates such a mythic pattern as a possible 
way of interpreting the world outside. Alternatively or additionally, it may come 
across as a world deliberately structured according to the narrative logic of myth, 
where individual characters are defined by their place in the cosmic world order; this 
is an interpretation I will discuss at more length in Chapter 2.  

What exact shape the “scale-model” takes and what it communicates is, of course, 
subject to any individual reading experience; configuring a world as a meaningful 
whole is an inescapably personal imaginative and creative process, and any meaning 
communicated by such worlds is therefore only loosely predictable from features of 
the narrative prompting that process. This interpretive ambiguity is actually, as I see it, 
a necessary condition for fiction to come across as fiction in itself (see Caracciolo 
2012, 368) – and something Walsh’s pragmatic notion of fictional discourse needing 
some “specific communicative purpose” (2019, 401) obscures. As Mildorf points out 
in her response to Walsh, works of fiction “do not have any clearly defined pragmatic 
function apart from maybe entertaining their readers” (2019, 465); I would, however, 
amend this statement by stressing the “clearly defined.” While I do subscribe to the 
rhetorical approach of viewing fiction as a form of communication (cf. ibid., 466), I 
think one crucial thing being communicated by fiction is that anything the reader infers 
from the process is a product of interpretation. As such, the quality of any “message” 
conveyed is conspicuous as only one possible result of the fictional exchange, with an 
implicit awareness that there are others as well. This intrinsic ambivalence of inter-
preting fiction is, again, foregrounded in fantasy, where the imaginary world being 
interpreted is already a product of interpretation as well, as something the reader con-
figures into being by extrapolating from narrative clues. 

Interpretive ambiguity aside, however, two general communicative affordances 
of ontologically oriented storytelling stand out in the above depiction of worlds as 
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communicative devices. Firstly, the call to interpret the world as a whole leads to-
wards global-scale perspective-taking (cf. Caracciolo 2015), directing readerly attention 
towards the thematic significance of things like the fundamental nature of reality as 
modeled by the imaginary world, or the roles people have to play in the fates of that 
world (see Attebery 2018, 1). As I will argue throughout this study, this tendency to 
go beyond the individual and the local makes fantasy an effective vehicle for not only 
responding to the complexities of contemporary sense of reality but also engaging 
with the burning issues of global ethics that contemporary fiction in general is called 
to tackle (see Gibbons 2015; Corsa 2018). Secondly, as McHale points out, the in-
ventive world-modeling operations of ontologically oriented fiction are by necessity 
highly self-reflective, given the need of such fiction “to stipulate world-features 
where other genres can take them for granted” (McHale 2018, 327) – and therefore, 
he argues borrowing Shklovsky’s expression, such fiction “lays bare its own devices” 
(ibid., 329; cf. Shklovsky 1965b, 27), demonstrating not only the artifice of its own 
world-making but that of fiction in general. In other words, fiction that privileges its 
strange “novum,” and so calls attention to its internal world as a created thing, not 
only displays its own quality as fiction but thematizes fictionality itself.  

This is what I have also been arguing here: that by foregrounding the configura-
tive stage of mimesis, fantasy storytelling becomes a vehicle for investigating the 
workings and possibilities of fictional response to reality. By making its own devices 
as fiction tangible, fantasy offers glimpses into the internal workings of all fiction, 
making metafictional inquiries into the relations between stories and worlds, and worlds 
inside and outside fiction. In these inquiries, I will contend in Chapter 2, fantasy 
embarks on the same “quest for fictionality” that Patricia Waugh deems the project 
of postmodernist fiction – a perceived “need for the novel to theorize about itself” 
(1984, 10) and its purpose in a world where narrative representation of reality is 
facing a crisis. Compared to science fiction, McHale’s primary interest among spec-
ulative genres,23 fantasy arguably engages even more profoundly in this metafictional 
project of rethinking mimesis, since its processes of world-configuration are even 
more conspicuous as matter of creative imagination. Resisting rationalization in terms of 
prefigured “laws of nature” (see Oziewicz 2017; cf. McHale 2018, 318), fantasy 
worlds must be built from scratch, on a paradigmatic, systemic level (cf. Gill 2013, 
73): they can, therefore, be as weird as human imagination allows (see Cameron 2015, 
32). Examples of such weird ontologies I will discuss further on in this thesis include 
a world that is literally made of language, a world where stories and metaphors have 
a life of their own, a planet that is a living person, and a world where history actually 
repeats itself. These “impossible” world-configurations lead towards speculative 

 
23 McHale uses the umbrella term “speculative fiction” throughout his 2018 article, 
but all literary examples he analyzes are works of  science fiction – a genre on which 
he has also written extensively before (e. g. 1987, 59 –72; 1992, 225–267; 2010).  
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thought experiments about not just alternative conditions for reality but alternative 
ways of conceptualizing reality. 

Approaching fictionality from this ontological viewpoint, in conclusion, does not 
need to obscure the ability of fiction to shape readers’ perceptions of reality or to 
suggest that all fiction has to offer its readers are illusory experiences in made-up 
worlds. Instead, it complements the rhetorical approaches by providing insight into 
the way worlds inside fiction, as entities defined by their ontological status as created 
artworks, can serve a rhetorical purpose of modeling alternative ways of putting to-
gether a reality. The ontological distinction of fiction is also at the heart of the ability 
of fictional narratives to make metafictional inquiries, to reflect on their own arte-
factual quality and “explore a theory of fiction through the practice of writing fic-
tion” (Waugh 1984, 2; cf. Shklovsky 1964b, 27) – in short, to examine their own 
position in relation to the world outside. As I already noted in my discussion of the 
false dichotomy between immersion and artifice, I take my lead from scholars like 
Hutcheon (1980), Polvinen (2012, 94) and Walsh (2016, 382) in considering such 
sense of artifice a built-in feature of fictionality itself, rather than limited to some 
overtly self-reflective genres – in this respect, all fiction can be conceived to be in-
evitably about fiction on some level, inviting their readers to engage with “unrealities 
that are recognized as such” (Polvinen 2012, 108). However, there is audaciousness 
to the way fantasy storytelling tends to reflect on its own literary artifice – through 
both copious invention and intertextual ties to the genre tradition – that arguably 
makes it more likely to invite readings of itself as contemplation of storytelling than 
most other kinds of fiction.  

Fantasy, I want to stress again, is not a qualitatively distinct form of fiction in this 
respect, but more usefully understood as an archetypal one. Its prominent ontological 
preoccupations concretize the way fiction generally operates (cf. Huber 2014, 71; 
McHale 2018, 329), especially in terms of the ontological hierarchies between stories 
and reality – and as I have noted before, I think this exemplarity makes it a remark-
ably useful object of study in terms of how contemporary fiction finds ways to re-
spond to the crisis of representation. To that end, I turn my sights next to those 
thought experiments and alternative models of reality, and consider what exactly 
makes the mimetic processes of fantasy speculative – and what insight this speculative 
response to reality might provide towards understanding 21st-century fiction at large. 

0.5. What Speculation? Fantasy as Experimental Thinking 

The term “speculative fiction” is probably most often used as a loosely defined um-
brella designation for fantasy, science fiction, horror and other such “genres that in 
one way or another depart from imitating consensus reality” as Oziewicz formulates 
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it (2017), evoking Hume’s classic definition of fantasy as a nonmimetic or anti-mi-
metic literary impulse.24 In this usage, as quite a large tent, the concept emphasizes 
similarities between these genres over the “fault lines” between and within them 
(ibid.) – often, like in Oziewicz’s case, instead pitting them as a group against realism 
or the alleged “mimetic bias” of post-Enlightenment Western cultural institutions in 
general (cf. Alber et al. 2010, 114). What is commonly suggested to bind all works 
included in this diverse group together is that they ask their readers to consider “what 
if” scenarios (e. g. Scholes 1975, 104; Roine 2016, 14) and so invite them to engage 
in counterfactual and experimental thinking (also Gill 2013, 71–72; Dunne & Raby 
2013, 69). Speculative fiction, by this definition, is considered a means for the reader 
to counter the normative “stifling vision of reality” (Oziewicz 2017) promoted by 
literary realism by entertaining alternative visions – and thus broaden their horizons 
to encompass a more nuanced and comprehensive version of the world around 
them, challenging “the materialist complacency that nothing exists beyond the phe-
nomenal world” (ibid., also Martin 2019, 210; cf. Hume 1984, 43). Put in these terms, 
speculative fiction as a literary field comes across as something like a neo-Romanti-
cist project, its purpose lying in aspirations towards higher truths than those peddled 
by scientific empiricism, post-Enlightenment thought and global capitalism.  

Stated like this, speculativeness as a quality of fiction comes to denote a sense of 
imaginative and creative freedom, as opposed to “mimetic” fiction that remains 
shackled to everyday mundanity. Yet the concept of speculative fiction also carries 
some decidedly instrumentalizing connotations to counter all this freedom, suggest-
ing that the “what if” scenarios proposed by fiction are not mere flights of fancy but 
useful cognitive engagements by which the reader gains some productive new perspective 
to the world outside fiction (cf. Scholes 1975, 11; Suvin 2016a, 16). This instrumental 
aspect of speculation is most readily evident in accounts that approach it solely or 
mainly from the vantage of science fiction, in which the value of speculative story-
telling is frequently ascribed to its potential to model for possible, plausible, desirable 
or undesirable futures (e. g. Dunne & Raby 2013, 2–3) or alternatives to the present 
circumstances in the world outside.25 Such models, in this view, “give us some sense 

 
24 With a rather taxonomizing approach to speculative genres, Oziewicz goes on to 
list  “utopia, dystopia, eutopia, horror, the gothic, steampunk, slipstream, alternative 
history, cyberpunk, t ime slip, magic(al)  realism, supernatural romance, weird fiction, 
the New Weird, (post)apocalyptic fiction, myth, legend, tradit ional,  retold, and f rac-
tured fairy tale,  folktale,  ghost fiction, New Wave fabulation, and other interstit ial 
genres as long as they are informed by the non-mimetic impulse” as examples, to 
demonstrate the variety of different forms of writ ing encompassed by this “super 
category” (2017). 
25 Some theorists (e.  g. Dunne & Raby 2013; Winstead 2017) as well as,  famously, the 
author Margaret Atwood (2011) , even conceptualize speculative fiction narrowl y as a 
genre which, in contrast to less “serious” science fiction, operates with plausible 
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of the consequences of present actions” (Scholes 1975; 18) or serve as means for 
readers “to think about the ways in which the ‘now’ may connect with the possible” 
(Roine 2020, 12). In 1970s, Scholes laid out this instrumental task of speculative 
fiction – or “structural fabulation” – in a wording that feels only more urgent in the 
current era of accelerating climate change, arguing that “[t]o live well in the present, 
to live decently and humanely, we must see into the future. And if the people as a whole 
are to accept the present sacrifices required to enable a bearable future to exist, then 
they must be made aware of the living reality of the unbearable futures we must 
avoid” (1975, 75; cf. Corsa 2018). 

Contrary to the simple, broadly anti-realist conception of speculative fiction en-
dorsed by Oziewicz – which seems a bit ahistorical to me at the present time – this 
pragmatic outlook to literary speculation appears far more topical in these latter days 
of the crisis of representation. Of course, given that my own focus lies in fantasy 
stories, which only rarely create worlds that model a future and never make it a plau-
sible or even possible one even when they do, the narrow understanding of literary 
speculation as a device for imagining futures to strive for or avoid would obviously 
not serve me very well. What I do want to take away from this pragmatic view of 
speculative fiction, however, is the notion, already discussed in terms of fictionality, 
that the scenarios built in this kind of fiction are models of a world designed to, in 
McHale’s words, empower readers “to think of the world as otherwise than it currently 
is” (2010, 23; also Roine 2020, 9). While science-fictional scenarios, unlike fantasy 
ones, may have varying degrees of plausibility as future predictions, that is ultimately 
not the point of the exercise according to him; the point is to encourage readers “to 
think of contemporary reality not as inevitably given, but as merely one set of possi-
bilities among a range of alternatives” (ibid.; also Hassler-Forest 2016, 69; cf. Sicart 
2014, 28). In other words, these fictions speculate not so much with possibilities as 
they do with alternative models, inviting readers to question their habitual assump-
tions of reality as pregiven and self-evident (cf. Shklovsky 1965a, 12). By overtly 
rejecting any pretense of projecting a possible future, fantasy fiction can make this 
“model-making” arguably even more profound than science fiction on average (cf. 
Scholes 1975, 19), ultimately asking what even constitutes a world in the first place 
(cf. McHale 1987, 10).26  

For example, the world of Game of Thrones – and the book series it is based on, 
George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (1996–) – models a reality defined by 

 
visions of the future, thus producing “actionable” (Winstead 2017, 228) knowledge 
about possibilit ies that might actualize, rather than fantasies about  “tentacled, blood-
sucking Martians” (Atwood 2011, 6).   
26 It should be noted, however, that even though I choose to focus on fantasy in this 
study, I do not believe that there is any firm qualitative dist inction to be found be-
tween the poetics and rhetoric of contempora ry fantasy and contemporary science 
fiction as means for speculative rethinking of reality.  
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wildly unpredictable and extremely long seasons, thus engaging the audience to im-
agine, among other things, what it would be like to live in anticipation of years and 
years of winter. While this speculative scenario can and indeed has been fruitfully 
interpreted as an analogy for climate change (e. g. DiPaolo 2018, 235–250), what the 
experimental model of a world primarily communicates is general appreciation of 
global weather patterns as a determining factor of human life, rather than mere back-
drop for human action. When a world is configured into an alternative pattern where 
the global developments in weather are foregrounded over individual human con-
cerns, the resulting model as a whole prompts a rethink of the very notion of worlds, 
fictional or otherwise, as places where human-led stories happen (cf. Ekman & Tay-
lor 2016, 8). Instead, the “world” metaphor itself comes to signify something that 
transcends any particular story or person: a global-scale system where all those stories 
and people participate (cf. Raipola 2019b, 263). In the absence of a potential inter-
pretation of this scenario as a version of some future reality, the abstract idea of the 
world as such a system gets foregrounded as an idea (see Rayment 2014, 90; Cameron 
2015, 32) – as something that underlies and structures the very fabric of reality. 
HBO’s wildly successful tv series, then, encourages the audience to ask, what if my 
world was like this, and to potentially realize that, in some fundamental ways, it actually 
is like that. This is an example of exactly the sort of global-scale perspective-taking I 
mentioned earlier.  

The “what if” scenarios presented by fantasy fiction, then, generally tend to re-
volve around the ontological peculiarities of the world inside fiction, which is built 
to serve as a vehicle for global-scale thought experiments the reader carries out as 
part of the interpretive process (see Roine 2020, 9–10; cf. Walsh 2017, 476). In terms 
of the conception of mimesis I employ in this study, building such vehicles can be 
conceived of as an imaginative expansion of the “kingdom of the as if” configured 
at the second stage of the process, resulting from the foregrounding of that stage 
and the ensuing heightened sense of artifice and fictionality of the world inside fic-
tion. Being presented as a created artefact to be interpreted, a fantasy world is not so 
much taken as if it was real, but approached with the more playful mindset of asking, 
what if this world was real. The reader is thus more or less overtly invited to engage with 
a vision of reality that is fully acknowledged as both imaginary and artistic (see Roine 
2016, 54), not so much by the way of “suspending their disbelief” and being im-
mersed in the fiction (cf. Tolkien 2006, 132; Wolf 2012, 48), but by committing to 
entertain a strange scenario for the sake of a thought experiment. To stay with the Game of 
Thrones example, the spectator of the series does not simply adopt a mental position 
from which they can perceive the random length of the world’s seasons as credible, 
but approaches this peculiarity of the world as a thematically significant feature of the 
story. They entertain the strange idea for the sake of considering the model of alter-
native reality as a whole, and from there inferring potential new ways to comprehend 
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the world outside suggested by that model – asking, in essence, why is this world made 
like this? What does it mean? (cf. Noë 2015, 101–102). 

The experimental model of reality, in other words, is conspicuous as such, making 
the interpretive engagement on the whole similarly conspicuous as an exercise in spec-
ulative thinking. When the world modelled at the configurative stage of mimesis is 
brought into negotiations with the outside world at the third, refigurative stage, this 
interaction between worlds thus comes across prominently as a matter of playful make-
believe. Rather than being just “reabsorbed into the real world, potentially reshaping 
it” (Alber et al. 2018, 450), the world inside fiction becomes a means for the reader 
to try on different ways of organizing reality into a coherent, comprehensible whole 
– and is, as the focal point of interpretation, itself reorganized in relation with the 
world outside, as the hermeneutic circle keeps turning (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 76). If the 
world of Game of Thrones, for instance, prompts the viewer to reorganize their per-
ception of the world outside into a new pattern that foregrounds planetary-scale cli-
mate over local human concerns, that new perception loops back to inform their 
conception of the imaginary world – possibly expecting the model to unfold into 
that meditation on the ramifications of global warming, and attributing it meaning 
accordingly. From this vantage, the eponymous war of succession playing out over 
the eight seasons of the series gains more and more connotations of pettiness; the 
inability of the different claimants to the Iron Throne of Westeros to set aside their 
dispute and unite against a common non-human enemy becomes interpreted as anal-
ogous to the inadequacy of outside-world political efforts to collectively combat cli-
mate change.27 The loop then continues, with the worlds inside and outside fiction 
dynamically reworking each other.  

This process of negotiating between two different versions of reality is what I 
conceptualize in this study as speculative mimesis: a response to reality outside fic-
tion by means of experimental thinking. If the notion of any pregiven, objectively 
existing reality being accessible via fiction has been rendered obsolete by the ongoing 
crisis of representation, speculation signifies a possible way of reconnecting fiction with 
the world outside – quite in contradiction, I want to stress, to the notion of speculative 
fiction being defined by “anti-mimetic” departures from that world. It is a means for 
addressing contemporary reality in a meaningful way, even while duly acknowledging 
the creative artifice of any attempt at organizing reality into narrative, and indeed any 
model of a world, fictional or not. By serving as a conspicuously experimental model 
for organizing the world outside into an alternative pattern, a fantasy world also 

 
27 This expectation of Game of Thrones to pan out as meaningful crit icism of the re-
sponse to climate change was fairly widespread among the fans of the series at one  
point (see DiPaolo 2018, 12), leading to a certain amount of audience frustration 
when the apocalyptic threat of  an eternal winter was resolved halfway to the last 
season by a girl stabbing a zombie, making the petty polit ics  and personal feuds  the 
main focus of the series after all  (see Laukkanen, forthcoming) . 
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serves as an instrument for perceiving that outside world as something to be organized in 
the first place. The so-called reality, when called to act as a foil for a fantasy world, 
becomes itself part of the mimetic cycle as a whole; it is effectively fictionalized, made 
part of a speculative thought experiment and, as such, organizable into a coherent 
and meaningful if inescapably artificial whole (cf. Caracciolo 2020, 19). Therefore, 
the speculative thought experiment implicitly encourages the reader to approach 
knowing any world, inside or outside fiction, as a matter of interpretation, rather than 
empirical observation, or, in McHale’s words, as “relatively real rather than absolutely 
or necessarily so” (2010, 23). This perception of the worlds both inside and outside 
fiction as simultaneously both artificial and meaningful, I will argue throughout this 
study, enables fantasy stories to make a commitment to the external world despite 
the impossibility of representation. Game of Thrones, for example, does not represent 
climate change per se, but potentially conveys an environmental call for collective 
action all the same, via inviting the audience to study a model of a world with strange 
global weather patterns.   

Put simply, literary speculation as I want to conceptualize it in this study is an act 
of theory-building. It constitutes an attempt to make meaningful sense of worlds both 
inside and outside fiction by means of storytelling, the artificial form imposed by 
such a method duly acknowledged, and the resulting model of a reality offered up 
for judgement not by any extratextual “truthfulness” but by its explanatory power and 
usefulness in helping the reader interpret the world outside. Such literary theory-build-
ing is, in fact, a close conceptual relative of the narrativizing approach to literary 
history I plan to employ in Part I: it aspires to makes the richest possible sense of an 
irrepresentable reality by organizing it into a coherent whole (cf. McHale 1992, 6), 
without pretensions of that whole accurately reflecting some pregiven truth. This 
kind of response to reality is characterized first and foremost by its open-endedness – 
an invitation for the reader to entertain the interpretation of reality presented by a 
work of fiction as an interpretation rather than as some didactic message or argument 
conveyed by that work (see Hume 1984, 100; cf. Egan 2016, 147–148; Mildorf 2019, 
464). As any ideas that arise from a readerly engagement in the speculative mimesis 
are conspicuous as interpretations – or indeed interpretations of interpretations, 
emerging from an effort to understand an already imagined world – they come across 
as only possible ways of configuring a reality, among potentially limitless number of other 
equally valid ones. In the case of Game of Thrones, interpreting that series as climate 
fiction carries a sense of choosing, more or less consciously, to make sense of the 
worlds inside and outside the fiction in those terms rather than some others. Aside 
from gaining a new comprehension of the world outside, the interpreter thus ends 
up with appreciation of meaning as something that emerges in their encounters with 
the worlds involved, rather than being simply uncovered by it (cf. Attebery 2014, 2; 
Meretoja 2016, 98–99). 
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This interpretive open-endedness, inherent in speculative thinking, is com-
pounded by the ambiguity that, as I noted in the previous section, characterizes fic-
tionality in general. The prominent sense of fictionality, and the resulting conspicu-
ousness of the whole exercise as a literary engagement, is also what distinguishes the 
theory-building of speculative fiction from any other attempt at modelling or narra-
tivizing a version of reality (see Walsh 2019, 416). Literary speculation is, after all, 
often likened to more obviously instrumental scenario-building, such as economic 
forecasts (e. g. Winstead 2017, 228–229; see Roine 2020, 10), and the kinds of 
thought experiments conducted in analytical philosophy, designed to induce coun-
terfactual reasoning (e. g. Cameron 2015, 30; de Smedt & de Cruz 2015, 66; cf. Klauk 
2011, 33; Egan 2016, 142–143). On the other hand, speculation is also frequently 
noted to be fundamental part of human cognition. Bo Pettersson, for one, states that 
“readers are first and foremost humans finding their way in the world as they know 
it in the very real sense of daily conducting various kinds of thought experiment” 
(2016, 49); such everyday instances of counterfactual thinking include “risk assess-
ments, plans and daydreams” (Polvinen 2012, 104). Speculation, in this line of think-
ing, could be conceived as any cognitive process that aims to make meaningful sense 
of a reality – or, essentially, any sort of world-projecting, fantastic or non-fantastic, 
fictional or non-fictional, instrumental or playful. As an engagement with a work of 
art, however, literary speculation is characterized by certain tension between the instru-
mental quality of speculation as a means for generating knowledge (see McHale 2010, 
23; Egan 2016, 141) and the playful sense of that speculation happening for its own 
sake, with the process of experimentation an end unto itself regardless of any con-
clusions the reader may draw from it (see Sicart 2014, 9). 

To conclude my discussion here, it is prudent to make again a note on the dis-
tinction of fantasy – or even speculative fiction in the broad sense – from fiction in 
general. Speculation, “what if” scenarios and counterfactual thinking are, after all, 
hardly exclusive to the genres of fiction huddling under that umbrella term, just like 
they are not specific to fiction as cognitive processes. Speculativeness and fictionality 
are also quite closely intertwined as rhetorical dimensions of fiction; Nielsen, to-
gether with Walsh and James Phelan, even considers the former a necessary if not 
sufficient condition of the latter in itself, stating that fictional communication invites 
the reader “to ask, often tendentiously, ‘What if?’” (2015, 64) and “to map an en-
gagement with representations of what is not onto what is” (ibid., 68; cf. Roine 2020, 
12). Indeed, if all worlds of fiction are “kingdoms of the as if,” that is, “hypothesized 
realities” (Halliwell 2012, 16; also Pettersson 2016, 83) – and therefore, all fictions 
build those model versions of reality – it is not unreasonable to argue, as some do, 
that all fiction is necessarily speculative to some degree (e. g. Chu 2010, 7; McHale 
2018, 329). Reading even a realist novel like Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1838), 
for a random example, one would project a hypothetical model of Victorian London 
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and consider what it would be like to grow up as a destitute orphan in one of its 
workhouses. There is arguably little difference, in this sense, between 19th-century 
London and King’s Landing, the capital of the Seven Kingdoms in Game of Thrones: 
for a 21st-century reader, both of these cities model a strange version of reality, or at 
least could be fruitfully read that way (cf. McHale 2010, 25). 

To take this argument to its logical extreme, in a postmodernist fashion, all at-
tempts of fiction to respond to reality outside themselves are speculative by defini-
tion, because reality itself cannot be reproduced in fiction in any other way – or, the 
crisis of representation makes all mimesis speculative. There is in fact, I think, some truth to 
this; and just like it makes no sense to me to segregate forms of fiction into mimetic 
and anti-mimetic, it makes no sense to treat speculative fiction as a taxonomic cate-
gory, either. What makes genres like fantasy and science fiction stand out from ones 
like, say, realism or historical novel, is a more prominent sense of the world inside 
fiction as a created artefact, as well as more overtly dialectic relations between that 
world and the one outside. This is what makes the speculative scenarios come across 
as scenarios, premises for experimental thinking rather than mere strange settings – 
it is what encourages the reader to engage in the process of negotiating between the 
alternative versions of reality (cf. Roine 2016, 16). Put in simple terms, speculative 
fiction foregrounds its intent to prompt thought experiments, just like it foregrounds its 
world-building operations and its fictionality. Game of Thrones, with its prominent 
global-scale world-modeling, is no doubt more likely to afford an interpretation re-
volving around the imaginary world’s strange ontology and its complex relations to 
the world outside, while Oliver Twist is probably more likely to prompt a reading 
focusing on the protagonist’s thoughts, feelings, circumstances and prospects, with 
the strange London ultimately reducible into mere setting (cf. Walsh 2017, 475–476). 
Nothing prevents a person from reading either one with a focus on the world as a 
model of alternative reality – but the specific affordances of the work of fantasy 
make a speculative take on reality a more obviously appropriate reading strategy.  

The distinction of fantasy is then, once again, a matter of focus rather than one 
of kind; and as I aim to demonstrate in Part II, the speculative response to reality in 
contemporary fantasy fiction pioneers a way beyond the crisis of representation in a 
way that may shed some light in the workings of 21st-century fiction on a broader 
scale as well. As the discussion above demonstrates, however, such a response has 
ultimately everything to do with readerly interpretation – there can, after all, be no 
speculative fiction without readers doing the speculating (cf. Scarlett & Zeilinger 
2019, 8–9). Therefore, I conclude this introduction with a brief sketch of how my 
theory of speculative mimesis expects readers to approach fantasy stories, and what 
they are supposed to gain from those stories.  
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0.6. What about Readers? Fantasy as a Device 

Fantasy reading is, as noted earlier, most commonly described both colloquially and 
in scholarship in terms of having immersive adventures in strange worlds, where the 
reader gets to follow the characters on their journeys and discover every corner of a 
magical land (see Mendlesohn 2008, 14) – and there is no doubt that such vicarious 
adventures are indeed a great part of the appeal of fantasy for many of its fans (see 
Attebery 2014, 4; Ryan 2019a, 437). However, as I also stated earlier, I find this 
immersive quality of fantasy to be greatly overblown in the scholarly discussion of 
the genre, to the detriment of a nuanced understanding of word-creation as an artis-
tic practice. Conceiving of worlds inside fiction as simply virtual environments form-
ing around stories obscures, in general, the world-creating aspect of mimesis as a 
meaningful part of the rhetoric of fiction (see Polvinen 2012, 98–99; Roine 2016, 
59–60). This is particularly true in the case of fantasy and other ontologically oriented 
forms of storytelling, as their intricately crafted imaginary worlds are often the most 
ambitious artistic creations they contain; reducing these creations into mere imagi-
nary places, however enjoyable, diminishes the understanding of fantasy as a device, a 
means for speculative modeling of different versions of reality. This is why, to ap-
preciate fantasy stories as something more than escapist pleasure rides, the reader 
needs to see the imaginary world for the thematically significant artwork it is, and to 
be inclined to interpret that world as such an alternative model for configuring a 
reality. They must adopt an ontologically oriented speculative reading strategy – a strategy 
which prioritizes world-modeling as the focal point of interpretation and involves 
some imaginative work at putting the model together, as well as reflective effort at bringing 
that model into negotiations with the world outside. 

This kind of reading strategy is encouraged by the affordances of fantasy storytelling 
I have introduced in this chapter: the highly involved world-building that calls atten-
tion to the imaginary world as an artefact, the foregrounding of the configurative 
stage of mimesis that highlights the ontological status of fiction as invention, and the 
resulting sense of world-modeling and theory-building that casts the whole engage-
ment in terms of entertaining experimental models of reality. What I understand by 
the affordances of fantasy fiction, then, is the potential for certain strategies of readerly 
interpretation that lies in the ontological poetics of such fiction (cf. Levine 2015, 18) 
– or, to borrow the words of Rita Felski, what fantasy storytelling “unfurls, calls 
forth, makes possible” (2015, 15) by its characteristic narrative devices.28 The 

 
28 The term affordance was originally coined in 1966 by cognitive psychologist J.  J.  
Gibson, in order to “account for the fundamental means through which agents (hu-
man or otherwise) navigate, conceptualize and more generally relate to their  environ-
ment” (Scarlett & Zeilinger 2019, 5). It has been influentially adapted to design theory 
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copious invention and attention to detail involved in fantasy world-building, for ex-
ample, enables and encourages the reader to approach the resulting world as a the-
matically significant part of the story rather than mere setting; the obvious artifice of 
fantasy worlds, similarly, calls forth notions of storytelling as an art of world-crea-
tion, and poses questions about the relations between the worlds inside and outside 
the fiction for the reader to ponder. Although such affordances are rooted in the 
narrative devices of fantasy stories, they only actualize in readerly interpretation (see 
Caracciolo 2019; 121–122); or, as Ashley Scarlett and Martin Zeilinger put it, they 
are “located between design and implementation, between environment and user” 
(2019, 36) – in this case, in the relations between a work of fiction and its reader, 
who configures the imaginary world into being and negotiates it with the world out-
side. 

I do not intend to claim that this ontologically oriented and speculative strategy 
is the only fruitful way of reading that fantasy fiction affords, and interpretive strat-
egies of actual readers other than myself, obviously enough, lie well outside the scope 
of this study. What I do mean to argue, however, is that fantasy stories invite and 
reward the sort of interpretive engagement I am describing (cf. Landy 2012, 197). If 
one takes a poke around the internet-based fan communities of works like The Lord 
of the Rings, Harry Potter and Game of Thrones, for example, it does become quite readily 
evident that fantasy fiction tends to induce imaginative scenario-building and spec-
ulative thinking in their audiences, as attested by the abundance of fan fiction and 
fan theories such fiction inspires (see Hassler-Forest 2016, 29; DiPaolo 2018, 237; 
Ryan 2019b, 82).29 What such flourishing of creative fan culture demonstrates, as I 
see it, is that readers who get deeply invested in these fantasy stories – and as such, 
presumably also enjoy reading them and find their engagements with them 

 
by Donald A. Norman in his The Psychology of  Everyday Things (1988), and recently 
borrowed from there  to literary theory by Caroline Levine in her Forms: Whole , Rhythm, 
Hierarchy,  Network (2015). Gibson’s original conception, in turn, has been applied to 
theorizing the interaction between human minds and worlds of fiction in the currently 
influential enactivist approach to cognitive narratology, which maintains “ that sub-
ject and world emerge concurrently:  the world is ,  in the authors’ language, enacted 
or ‘brought forth’” (Caracciolo 2019, 118; also Kortekallio 2020 , 19–21; Polvinen 
2021, 391). 
29 Based on casual observation, speculative genres seem to attract particularly copious 
amounts of creative fan works compared to other kinds of fiction. For example, the 
ten largest book fandoms in fanfiction.net website (as of October 2021), for example, 
are those writ ing fan fiction of Harry Potter ,  Twilight ,  Percy Jackson  and the Olympians ,  
Lord of  the Rings , Hunger Games , Warriors ,  Mortal Instruments ,  Maximum Ride ,  The Hobbit , 
and Phantom of the Opera .  Of these, most are fantasy and all but the last one fit  com-
fortably under the umbrella  of speculative fict ion. Fan theories shared on the internet  
– prominently in Reddit and YouTube – similarly appear to most often be about 
works of speculative fiction, with Harry Potter ,  Game of Thrones  and Pixar’s animated 
films being some of the most abundantly theorized works.  
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meaningful in some way – do not simply get passively absorbed into them. Instead, 
they take active part in imagining the worlds of these fictions and speculating on the 
possible meanings and potential relevance of those worlds in terms of the world 
outside (see Hassler-Forest 2016, 16; Barker 2017, 41–42). They are not, in other 
words, merely directed by the affordances of these works but work with them, realizing 
the potential meaning within them in a strategic and skillful manner. 

While getting immersed in fiction – and especially popular genre fiction – is by 
most accounts described as a fairly passive, automatic cognitive process (see Ryan 
2015, 6 for discussion), the cooperative role of the reader described here thus re-
quires not only active inference effort (cf. Gavaler & Johnson 2017, 91) but also 
certain readerly skills and competences in order to be performed effectively (see 
Polvinen 2017, 148; Kortekallio 2020, 31–32). In the case of the speculative reading 
strategy entailed by fantasy, these skills include recognition of the imaginary world’s 
ontology as a thematically significant part of the narrative; sensitivity to the compli-
cated relationship between fiction and reality; and an ability to expect that an imagi-
nary world, despite its artfulness, nevertheless models a version of reality that has 
some speculative relevance in terms of the world outside (see Roine 2016, 59; cf. 
Walsh 2019, 414). These kinds of readerly skills are, put simply, abilities that allow 
the reader to recognize and work with the affordances of fantasy storytelling. As 
Joshua Landy notes, such skills are also further honed in the hermeneutic process of 
interpreting fictions (2012, 198–199); for him, the value of reading lies precisely in 
its ability to “train” these skills (ibid., 184), to be applied later on to interpreting other 
works and potentially, at length, the world outside fiction as well (ibid., 200).30 In the 
case of fantasy, as I will demonstrate in Part II, these kinds of broadly applicable 
skills may include, but are not limited to, a capacity to perceive worlds on a global scale, 
an ability to appreciate different versions of reality as valid, and a capability to entertain new 
and strange ideas separately from judging their truth value. 

The exercise in speculative thinking as a whole thus emerges in the hermeneutic 
interaction between the affordances of fantasy texts and the skillful reader’s “cogni-
tive and perceptual capacities” (Polvinen 2021, 391; also Anderson & Iversen 2018, 
578). These capacities, in turn, depend on the reader’s “particular historical situation” 
(Meretoja 2015, 30) – their contextual “preunderstanding” of what is real, true and 
possible – as well as their working knowledge of the genre and its conventional forms 
of expression, which guides them to read fantasy as fantasy (see Kukkonen 2008, 
263–265). In this interpretive process, the role of the reader is essentially one of a co-
creator of sorts. They perform, in a more or less self-aware manner, the work of 

 
30 Landy attributes such value to fiction in opposit ion to the idea that readers should 
“mine fictions for messages” (2012, 182) – a notion which, according to him, consigns 
fiction “to either blunt didacticism or utter insignificance” depending on whether 
such a message can be found (ibid. ,  181; cf.  Walsh 2019, 401; Ryan 2019 a, 437). 
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imagining a new world into being in conjunction with the text, using that world to 
interrogate their conception of the one outside, and bringing the resulting new per-
ception to bear again on the meaning they attribute to the fantasy world (cf. Roine 
2016, 107). As the hermeneutic circle keeps turning, making meaningful sense of one 
world leads to experimental reconfiguration of the other. As a result, aside from 
getting an opportunity to reevaluate their habitual understanding of reality (cf. Suvin 
2016a, 17), the reader gains that perception of worlds both inside and outside fiction 
as interpretations of reality – which involves a heightened sensitivity to equally valid 
alternative interpretations (cf. Waugh 1984, 19).  

This speculative process, then, results in a perception of worlds both inside and 
outside the fiction as simultaneously constructed and meaningful – and in so doing, I will 
argue in Chapter 3, has great potential to overcome the crisis of representation, help-
ing the reader to reconcile the textually mediated artifice of all versions of reality with 
the idea that sharing a common reality with others must still matter (cf. Baggini 2017, 
6). In constructing the speculative theory of a possible organization of a reality, the 
reader may also gain some sense of agency, a perception of themselves as that model-
builder making meaningful sense of worlds, rather than just inhabiting or visiting 
them (see Meretoja 2016, 107). In configuring an imaginary world, one takes some 
ownership of it – a sense of investment also illustrated by the aforementioned prev-
alence of creative fan culture around popular works of fantasy, committed to ex-
panding, examining and sharing the readers’ own versions of Middle-earth, Wizard-
ing World and Westeros (see Hassler-Forest 2016, 103; Jenkins 2018, 18). On the 
whole, I aim to show in this study that interpreting worlds of fantasy is a much more 
active, participatory and even creative activity than the prevalence of the immersion 
metaphor suggests – that instead of simply getting “lost in a book” (cf. Ryan 2001, 
15; Keen 2007, 56), a fantasy reader may well opt to not only make an effort to find 
their way around the imaginary world but to use that world as a means for navigating 
the one outside as well.  

Speculative reading, then, is not an automatic response to the affordances of fan-
tasy fiction, but rather an interpretive strategy that both depends on and develops a 
certain readerly skillset – a method for approaching fantasy that, as I will demonstrate 
at length in Part II, realizes the potential of such storytelling to help readers reorgan-
ize their perception of reality. On the whole, the attitude fantasy invites the reader 
to apply to this task of world-configuration is certain deliberate naivety. It asks them to 
consider an impossible scenario with an open mind for the sake of playful inquiry – 
to choose to participate in a thought experiment, often an outlandish one, in order 
to gain new models for comprehending worlds. A similar notion of the reader as a 
curious, self-aware agent willing to let their habitual notions of reality be altered by 
fiction is, in fact, a fairly staple view in studies of speculative fiction; it is implicit in 
the conception of such fiction as “pleasantly useful” cognitively transformative 
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inquiry, influentially promoted by Suvin (e. g. 2016b, 387–388) and others (e. g. Par-
rinder 2000; Rayment 2014, 21). Kaisa Kortekallio, for one, spells it out as follows: 

Every science fictional narrative invites the reader to adopt what Donna Haraway 
calls a “generous but suspicious” receptive posture: a willingness to accept the exist-
ence, internal logic, and affective appeal of the fictional world, and an awareness of 
its fictionality, in the best cases laced with a curiousness about the construction and 
ideological weight of the world (Haraway 1992, 326). As such, science fictional nar-
ratives promise to develop the metanarrative skills of the reader, making it easier to 
question the sincerity or naturality of any kind of story, be it framed as fictional, jour-
nalistic, scientific, or political. (2020, 15) 

Based on my discussion of the affordances of fantasy in this chapter, I find this 
receptive posture equally applicable to this other form of speculative fiction. Like its 
sister genre, or any ontologically oriented form of fiction, what fantasy “promises” 
as well is that heightened awareness of the indirect, inventive and interpretive quality 
of any narrative representation of reality (cf. Halliwell 2002, 102). However, in addi-
tion to developing a more critical outlook to stories presented as innocuous mirror-
ing of a singular reality, an engagement with speculative mimesis also trains the 
reader’s ability to suspend their cynicism: to put their preconceptions of what is real, true 
or possible aside to imaginatively entertain different versions of the world.31 As I will 
show in Chapter 3, such a call for the reader to engage with art in good faith is a 
fairly regular notion in theories of the 21st-century cultural aspirations beyond post-
modernism as well (e. g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 5; Gibbons 2015, 41; 
Huber & Funk 2017, 156) – and might go some way to explain why fantasy has such 
appeal to contemporary audiences, tired as they may well be of the endless suspicion 
of representation. Amidst the legacy of postmodernism and the prevalent post-truth 
discourse (see Kraatila 2019), playing with models of worlds may provide a welcome 
sense of a sincere engagement with reality, even if that reality itself remains irrepre-
sentable.  

In short, fantasy balances the questioning of a natural, pregiven sense of reality 
with a notion that artificial models of reality are still worth entertaining – that despite 
their lack of external ontological grounding, they can still be “true” in some very 
meaningful sense of the word. As such, fantasy holds a promise of making readers 
more open to new ideas and perspectives, and more flexible and self-aware in their own responses 
to worlds both inside and outside fictions. All these developing skills make them better 
at reading fantasy, and probably fiction in general; they may also gradually translate 

 
31 This differs from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s famous “suspension of disbelief” – or 
the “secondary belief” Tolkien suggests as a more accurate alternative to that concept 
(2006, 132) – in the sense that belief or lack thereof is not a significant part of the 
speculative process. As Hume puts it ,  “[w]e can agree temporarily with an interpre-
tation of reality yet  not be committed to making it  our religion” (1984, 100).  
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to a more open-minded outlook to the world outside fiction, although that would, 
of course, be too bold an assumption to make in absence of empirical evidence (see 
Keen 2007, 20; Kortekallio 2020, 17). It is noteworthy, however, that some alteration 
of the reader’s outlook to reality is inherently assumed by the hermeneutic model of 
reading on which the Ricoeurian conception of mimesis rests. At the refigurative 
stage of interpretation, the engagement is supposed to result in a reshaping of the 
reader’s perception of the “real world” (see Alber et al. 2018, 450) – and that is, of 
course, the point of the whole exercise, wherein lies the potential of fiction to have 
lasting impact on readers’ lives (cf. Nielsen et al. 2015, 62; Walsh 2019, 414). Literary 
interpretation, from this hermeneutic perspective, “is thought of in terms of engag-
ing in a dialogue with a text and letting it transform us” as Hanna Meretoja puts it 
(2015, 26). According to her, such a hermeneutic notion of what fiction is expected 
to do for its readers is becoming a norm as a result of the late 20th-century “narrative 
turn” in fiction and theory, with attention generally shifting from what storytelling is 
to what it does for us (ibid.; also Pettersson 2016, 26; Dawson 2017, 406). 

The reader assumed by this model, then, is one who treats fiction as a “form of 
inquiry” (Meretoja & Lyytikäinen 2015, 3), expecting to come out of the experience 
with new insight to their everyday life. This assumption is also indicated in Halliwell’s 
view of the value of mimesis; as he sees it, understanding a “mimetic artwork” 
amounts to learning something from “its representation of human action in a possi-
ble world,” even though what exactly is learned is “not necessarily anything that can 
be easily paraphrased” (2002, 28) – and is, as noted above, routinely made in studies 
of speculative genres. After all, speculation itself connotes a cognitive process that 
aims to generate knowledge. Marc DiPaolo, for one, declares boldly that “science 
fiction and fantasy narratives have enormous potential to educate the public, inspire 
them, and galvanize them into action” (2018, 12) – implicitly presuming that readers 
actualize this pragmatic potential by allowing themselves to be educated, inspired 
and galvanized. While I hesitate to embrace the belief in transformative power in 
fiction quite as whole-heartedly, I do tentatively employ the hermeneutic conception 
of the reader as an agent who approaches fiction as a device for training their inter-
pretive skills and challenging their habitual perception of reality. In my slightly 
tweaked, ontologically oriented version of Ricoeur’s model of mimesis, what specif-
ically gets challenged and potentially transformed in a speculative engagement with 
fantasy fiction is the reader’s conception of what constitutes a world, as well as their 
own interpretive position in relation to that world. Such an engagement is, in this 
sense, an exercise in global thinking: a means for considering the world as a whole, and 
an individual’s place as part of it.  

With such potential to alter readers’ perceptions of reality assumed, fiction in 
general comes to be regarded as something like a tool (see Roussin 2017, 384): a 
means for the reader to gain new perspectives to the world they navigate in their 
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everyday lives, a more nuanced understanding of reality, an empathetic sensitivity to 
the lives of different people and beings (see Keen 2007, 99; Nussbaum 2010, 95–
96), and so on. This fairly instrumentalizing, pragmatic outlook to fiction in general 
is tied with the interdisciplinary narrative turn mentioned above; I will address this 
topic, too, as part of my attempt to historicize fantasy in Part I. To put it succinctly, 
storytelling is these days commonly seen, both within academic discourse and with-
out, as a means for influencing, shaping, perhaps even saving the world – or, in a more pessi-
mistic view, for manipulating, distorting and harming it (see Meretoja & Davis 2018, 
7). Uses of literature have accordingly taken a prominent place in contemporary ap-
proaches to reading, along with an implication that as narrative fiction has potential 
to make our shared world a better place, it should commit to that task as an ethical 
duty (e. g. Nussbaum 2010; Gibbons 2015, 30). While I do not mean to embrace 
quite as normative an idea about the value and purpose of fiction, I also detect a 
certain commitment to ethical, progressive versions of reality in both contemporary 
fantasy fiction and the expectations of its audiences. Among my corpus, The Broken 
Earth trilogy in particular wears its causes for more just and equal society on its 
sleeve;32 and if the trilogy’s popularity and the unprecedented three Hugo awards 
Jemisin won for it are anything to go by, such a commitment to a better world also 
appeals to a large segment of contemporary fantasy and science fiction fandom.33  

Therefore, the potential uses of fantasy fiction form a major line of inquiry around 
which I structure my readings of Jemisin, Abercrombie, Ishiguro and Grossman’s 
novels in Part II. I will discuss these works in terms of the ethical commitments they 
make in their modeling of versions of reality, but I also pay attention to how these 

 
32 Such overt polit ical commitment is even more readily evident in Jemisin’s latest 
novel,  The City We Became (2020),  which engages quite explicit ly with the discourses 
on the problems of current American society raised by the Black Lives Matter move-
ment and the #metoo campaign, among others.  
33 Because Hugo nominees and winners are selected by a vote open to all members of 
World Science Fiction Society, they can be considered somewhat representative of 
the fandom’s current tastes and values. However, it  is worth noting that there are 
significant internal  tensions within fantasy and science fiction fandom when it  comes 
to negotiating those values. In 2013–2015, the progressive inclinations of recent 
choices of Hugo nominees and winners received some much-debated right-wing back-
lash from the fr inges of the fandom, with groups calling  themselves Sad Puppies and , 
later on,  Rabid Puppies campaigning to stack Hugo nominations with litt le -known 
white male authors whose works they in turn approved  (see Wilson 2018, 441–442). 
Their complaint was that “the Hugos were unfairly promoting works that were ‘niche, 
academic, overtly to the Left in ideology and flavor, and ult imately lacking what might 
best be called visceral,  gut- level,  swashbuckling fun’” (Oleszczuk 2017, 129, quoting 
the Sad Puppies campaigner Brad Torgersen).  These groups had close affinity to 
Gamergate, a misogynistic harassment campaign against women in video game indus-
try that began in 2014 and has become something of a shorthand for reactionary 
conservative voices and white male entit lement  at play within the fandom, especially 
in the US (see Jenkins 2018, 18; Wilson 2018, 439) .   
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works problematize the power of narrative as a world-shaping force, exploring the 
potential helpful and harmful uses of storytelling on a thematic level, thus self-re-
flectively interrogating their own power as fictions. My intention is to apply the spec-
ulative reading strategy described here to readings of my main corpus, in order to 
demonstrate at length how contemporary fantasy engages with the world outside 
itself in that indirect and ambiguous yet profound manner – and in so doing, con-
fronts the intensifying crisis of representation. Being a pragmatic approach to fiction 
as a means for training readerly skills of modeling worlds – skills that add up towards 
a more nuanced, flexible and open-minded outlook to reality – speculative reading 
strategy also helps readers to conceive of the significance of fiction itself to the world 
outside in a new way. While the reevaluation of the value and purpose of fiction has, 
as I will demonstrate in Part I, been an intrinsic part of every periodic rethink of 
mimesis, the speculative response to reality encourages the reader to see that signif-
icance in the way fiction can be used to contribute to reality, rather than just transpar-
ently “mirroring” or critically questioning it. In the current historical situation, the 
relevance of the speculative reading strategy invited and rewarded by fantasy fiction 
thus lies in its promise to help the reader to navigate the contemporary sense of fluid 
reality in a mindful, skillful way. 

This strategy is, of course, only available to a reader who is inclined to see fantasy 
as a valid form of inquiry to begin with – who takes such fiction seriously as a means for 
entertaining new ideas and interrogating their habitual version of reality, rather than 
mere meaningless fun (cf. Ryan 2019a, 437).34 It is hard, after all, to conduct a so-
phisticated, productive reading of a work one does not respect; to learn to read fan-
tasy, one must first believe that there is something to be learned in the first place (cf. 
Attebery 2014, 1–2; Le Guin 2019, 11). Fantasy reading is, quite simply, a skill trained 
by reading fantasy, and the more well-honed those skills are, the more rewarding the 
reading experience will be. As I stated earlier in this introduction, I believe that the 
skillset trained by reading fantasy fiction would benefit readings of any other form 
of fiction as well – and that this is particularly true if one wishes to understand 21st-
century fiction in its aspirations beyond postmodernism and its response to the com-
plex ontologies of contemporary, hyper-mediated reality. Ultimately, I see the value 
of fantasy as an object of study in the way this exaggeratedly fictional form of fiction 

 
34 In Part I,  I will  discuss at some length the “popular” status of fantasy genre and 
the lack of respect that label has historically denoted. If Gavaler and Johnson’s much -
publicized reader response study on “the genre effect” is anything to go by, the per-
ception of genre fiction as “unserious” has not disappeared: they observed that a 
perception of a story as “genre fiction” was liable to lead test subjects “to exert less 
inference effort” based on an assumption that “they would not need to work as hard” 
(2017, 91).  While the texts readers were asked to read in their study were only two 
paragraphs long – hardly long enough for any proper readerly engagement to occur 
with any kind of narrative fiction – this does suggest that for readers already biased 
against genre fict ion, the speculative reading strategy would indeed not be available.   
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serves, aptly enough, as a model for reorganizing our perception of fiction in general, and re-
thinking our expectations about what it should do for us. Speculative mimesis and 
the interpretive strategy suggested by it are not, after all, exclusive to fantasy genre, 
or even speculative fiction as a larger tent, but devices for confronting the crisis of 
representation that may just as well be at the disposal of any form of fiction, and any 
kind of reader. 

 As I have repeatedly noted, the differences between fantasy and other kinds of 
fiction – in their approaches to worlds, their own artifice, or the art of producing 
speculative thought experiments – are not differences in kind, but ones in scale and 
focus. All fictions, after all, build imaginary worlds (see Wolf 2012, 29; Ryan 2016, 23) 
– but fantasy stories pay particular attention to those worlds themselves, as artistic 
creations for the reader to interpret. All fictions acknowledge, on some level, their 
own fictionality (e. g. Hutcheon 1980, 18; Walsh 2016, 382) – but fantasy stories are 
particularly conspicuous in it, flouting and even thematizing their literary artifice, 
their obviously imaginary quality and their participation in a genre tradition. All fic-
tions deal with counterfactuals and hypotheticals in worlds that are perceived “as if” 
they were real – but fantasy stories put particular focus on making their worlds work 
as vehicles for “what if” scenarios that lead the reader to pursue experimental models 
for organizing a reality (see McHale 2010, 26). Any work of fiction can probably be 
fruitfully read with ontological orientation, with a heightened sense of fictionality, 
with a speculative attitude; and fantasy, by exaggerating these aspects of its mimetic 
activity, can teach us how. This is exactly why I have chosen to emphasize the repre-
sentativeness of fantasy among other forms of fiction, rather than its generic diver-
gence from some alleged realist norm. What makes fantasy special in my view, as 
both an object of study and a form of storytelling per se, is not its specificity or 
difference from other modes or traditions of storytelling, but its potential, through 
exaggerating its own world-modeling operations, to exemplify and illuminate the 
workings of fiction in general.  

Despite its exclusion from the literary canons that defined the 20th century, fan-
tasy is not a form apart from other kinds of fiction but, to evoke Shklovsky and 
McHale again, the most typical genre in world literature, in the sense that by “laying 
bare its devices” it “shows us how every novel is made” (McHale 2018, 329). As I 
shall argue throughout this study, this is precisely what fantasy fiction does, and 
probably does more obviously, consistently and purposefully than any other kind of 
contemporary storytelling. Therefore, study of fantasy stories may act as a lens 
through which the devices employed by contemporary Western fiction – and uses 
into which it can be put in this challenging historical situation – can be seen more 
clearly. To that end, I now move on to discuss that situation, and to put fantasy to 
its place in that narrative of 20th and 21st-century cultural developments. 
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PART I: THE CRISIS OF REPRESENTATION 

The course of post-Enlightenment Western literary history is to be retold, for the 
purposes of this study, in terms of a periodical rethinking of the relations between 
fiction and reality – and, with those relations, the very purpose of fiction and the 
roles it has to play in the world at large. From this vantage, it seems prudent to start 
my discussion of the development of fantasy fiction, as a response to the evolving 
notions of what those relations look like, by asking, what kind of a sense of reality 
has modern fantasy been created to confront? What kind of a world has given emer-
gence the fantasy genre as it is known today, and what is it in the recent times in 
particular that has given this kind of storytelling so much prominence? Why is fan-
tasy – as it seems – such a compelling means for communicating ideas in this age? 
One fairly simple yet telling answer is to be found in Suvin’s account on reasons why 
a science fiction scholar and materialist critic like himself might these days be com-
pelled to “bother” (2016b, 384)35 with fantasy: 

Fantasy is – and seems to have historically always been – a literature for “the time of 
troubles,” when central authority is markedly weakened, gangs of official and unoffi-
cial brigands abound, and ideological hegemonies totter: millenarian sects and false 
prophets arise and all of us search for new sacred books, so that in art too individu-
alism gives ground to “additive and composite” creativity. (ibid., 422) 

What Suvin seems to suggest here is that when a society’s bedrock of shared values, 
ideals and trust in authorities crumbles, people turn to fantasy for things to believe 
in – looking for something “sacred” to hold onto when disillusionment with old 
hegemonies and established belief systems sets in. A certain jadedness of outlook 
towards a “troubled” modern world is indeed in evidence in many an account on the 
appeal of fantasy, not least in Tolkien’s seminal “On Fairy-Stories,” where he lauds 
“the condemnation, implicit at least in the mere silence of ‘escapist’ literature, of 
progressive things like factories, or the machine guns and bombs that appear to be 
their most natural and inevitable, dare we say ‘inexorable’ products” (2006, 150). 
Fantasy, by these accounts, is a means for coping with the anxieties induced by a 
world in crisis – providing either a sense of collective purpose beyond individualistic 

 
35 Suvin’s essay on this subject was originally published in 2000. 
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aspirations (also Hume 1984, 141) or a moment of respite from the ugliness of some 
aspects of modern life (also Attebery 2014, 4). 

To further entertain the idea that fantasy fiction holds some special appeal as a 
response to troubled times – even though, to be sure, it is hard to think of any period 
in human history to which that epithet could not be applied – I would consider the 
cultural backdrop against which the genre as it is known and recognized today de-
veloped from the early 20th century onwards. The conventional story of the Western 
cultural history concerning that period is also a tale of a world in turbulence and 
crisis – that crisis being conceptualized as two waves of pivotal change in cultural 
sensibilities and attitudes, modernism and postmodernism. Modernism, with its diz-
zyingly high hopes of a bright future for humanity and aspirations towards great 
ideals of the Enlightenment (see Habermas 1983, 8–9), is in this story cast as a cul-
tural moment with an “amazing variety of visions and ideas that aim to make men 
and women the subjects as well as the objects of modernization, to give them the 
power to change the world that is changing them, to make their way through the 
maelstrom and make it their own” (Berman 1988, 16). Modernist art, in this view, is 
characterized by its creative autonomy, inventing new forms of expression to come 
to terms with the fast-paced, disorientating change of the modern world (see Casey 
2012, 114) – with an optimistic notion that art, as an expression of human ingenuity, 
can indeed keep pace with a rapidly evolving, ever more complicated reality.  

This optimism, however, is then foiled by the subsequent wave of postmodern-
ism, the collective loss of faith in the hopes and ideals of modernism that is brought 
about by either the horrors of WWII and its aftermath (e. g. Hutcheon 1988, 25; 
Westphal 2011, 12–13; Meretoja 2014, 16) or the postwar rise of consumer society 
and all its hypocritical lies (e. g. Jameson 1991; McLaughlin 2012, 213) – or both, 
depending on who is telling the story. This disillusionment leads to a newly cynical 
outlook to reality, where the idea that human beings could even objectively and ac-
curately understand the world in which they exist is cast in doubt. Old master narratives 
of modernism, as Jean-Francois Lyotard calls them (1984, xxiv) – teleologic narra-
tives that encapsulate an unwavering belief in both the human history as constant 
progress and the adequacy of human rationality for understanding the world – are 
exposed as illusory, along with the positivist post-Enlightenment notion that there 
is any one monolithic reality that can be satisfactorily put in narrative or represented 
in art (Hutcheon 1988, 6). This leads to the rethinking of mimesis, and with it the 
purpose of fiction, which I discussed briefly in the introduction: an emerging notion 
that fictions produce their own reality rather than reflect an external one, and that the 
relations between worlds inside and outside fiction accordingly cannot be under-
stood in simple, hierarchic terms of the former imitating the latter. If anything, it 
may be the other way around; if reality itself is considered a construction shaped by 
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all sorts of semiotic systems (e. g. Lyotard 1984, 80), then it follows that fiction may 
have power to distort that reality (see Berlatsky 2011, 12; Meretoja & Davis 2018, 7). 

This perceived change in how stories relate to the world they exist in has had 
major influence in how the nature of reality is addressed in postmodernist fiction. 
The resulting crisis of representation calls for literature that questions the integrity and 
exposes the artifice of the so-called reality, as well as its own narrative form (e. g. 
Waugh 1984, 2), in order to dismantle “illusions” of works of fiction representing 
any reality outside that which they construct themselves (see Richardson 2016, 389; 
also Alber et al. 2018, 452). The literature of the latter half of the 20th century that 
forms the defining canon of literary postmodernism – works by authors like Thomas 
Pynchon, Don DeLillo, Umberto Eco, Julian Barnes and Joseph Heller – answers 
this call by means of ironic detachment, irreverence towards “naïve” modernist ide-
als and exposure of their own artifice through self-reflective narrative devices. At its 
logical extreme, critics like Eco (1987, 21) Fredric Jameson (1991, 17–18) and Jean 
Baudrillard (1988; 170–171) conceive of postmodernism as a symptom of reality it-
self disappearing behind endless images of images and stories about stories and being 
replaced by a simulated, fake “hyperreality” endlessly mutable by storytelling and 
other language games. On the other hand, for more positive scholars of postmod-
ernism like Linda Hutcheon (1988, 88–89) and Patricia Waugh (1984, 11), postmod-
ernism constitutes a welcome acknowledgement that the humanly accessible shared 
reality has always been a matter of ideologically motivated construction (also Ber-
latsky 2011, 24). By this line of thinking postmodernist fiction does not merely sur-
render its grip on reality but, by reflecting on how fiction “creates its imaginary 
worlds [it] helps us to understand how the reality we live day by day is similarly con-
structed, similarly ‘written’” (Waugh 1984, 18–19).  

This creation of imaginary worlds is where, as I shall argue in this part of my 
study, the emerging genre tradition of fantasy fiction can be paralleled with post-
modernist fiction and conceptualized as a response to the same crisis of representation that 
literary postmodernism faces. As I stated in the introduction, I maintain in this study 
that fantasy genre as it is colloquially known today developed contemporaneously 
with postmodernism: the shift from modernism to postmodernism, a gradual pro-
cess in the first decades after WWII, coincides with the growing prominence of Tol-
kien’s The Lord of the Rings and C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia books (1950–1957), 
both of which are groundbreaking works of the fantasy genre as it is usually under-
stood now. The roots of the genre can, of course, be traced back to the fantastic 
stories of romanticism, and beyond that to the chivalric romances, myths and leg-
ends that inspired romanticists, and there are works written before the war – some 
by Tolkien and Lewis themselves – which are these days considered classics of fan-
tasy literature. However, it was Tolkien’s hugely popular and influential novel that 
went on to inspire countless other fantasists in the following decades, giving rise to 
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the distinct and recognizable storytelling tradition that became known as the modern 
fantasy genre (see Wolfe 2011, 30–31; James 2012, 62; Ekman 2013, 8–9).  

According to Edward James, the most influential idea normalized by Tolkien’s 
legendarium – his stories about Middle-earth – was that of a secondary world sepa-
rated from everyday reality, an idea which, he states, “has become so standard in 
modern fantasy that it is not easy to realize how unusual it was before Tolkien” 
(2012, 65). As I argued in the introduction, imagining these kinds of entirely new 
worlds to serve as settings for stories seems to me conceivable as a response to the 
irrepresentable quality, or even unreality, of the contemporary world, closely related 
to the self-reflection of fiction as world-creation conceptualized as postmodernist 
metafiction (cf. Waugh 1984, 6). However, postmodernist response to this ineffabil-
ity of the world typically “takes the form of self-conscious, self-contradictory, self-
undermining statement” (Hutcheon 2002, 1): the kind of literary fiction that usually 
defines the poetics of postmodernism reflects on the fragmented and unstable reality 
with exposure and commentary of its own inability to represent any world outside 
itself. Fantasy stories, in contrast, create their own, often meticulously crafted artifi-
cial realities to sidestep any thorny issues of the impossibility of representation alto-
gether. These worlds tend to be, unlike those typical to canonical postmodernism, 
internally coherent systems; however, any fantasy world, as an imaginary place, is still 
conspicuously a created world, not an attempt at capturing the world outside fiction 
in writing.  

Fantasy thus employs, to reiterate, what McHale calls “poetics of ontological 
dominant” (1987, 11), similarly to postmodernist fiction. According to him these 
poetics involve worlds of fiction being presented only as possible or imaginable 
worlds, not representations of the “real” world outside fiction (1987, 27). Despite it 
sharing this trait with the literary canon of postmodernism, however, I want to stress 
that I do not see fantasy as a postmodernist genre per se. Rather, in the retelling of 
the conventional story of modernism and postmodernism I present in this part of 
my study, it constitutes an alternative response to the same crisis of representation – a 
response which, branded with labels of “popular culture” (see Kukkonen 2011, 13–
14) and “escapism” (see Casey 2012, 114; Hassler-Forest 2016, 16; Carroll 2015, 59) 
became at the time associated with both low artistic value (see Wolfe 2011, 19) and 
disengagement with serious “real-world” issues (e. g. Suvin 2016a, 21). Accordingly, 
fantasy was largely excluded from that literary canon by which postmodernism was 
defined and historicized, and did not play any significant role in the outlining of 
postmodernist poetics. The notion of fantasy as “genre fiction” – as opposed to the 
ostensibly genreless “literary fiction” (see Roberts 2016, 3) – reflects that exclusion, 
implying that fantasy is essentially defined by the very features that make it deviate 
from “the kind of ‘lasting’ literary writing that makes its ways into anthologies” (Lan-
zendörfer 2016, 8).  
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In Chapter 1, I sketch a brief history of fantasy as a genre and take a closer look 
at how the storytelling tradition developed and flourished as a shadow tradition for 
the modernist and postmodernist literary “mainstream” – aiming to retell the con-
ventional story of modernism and postmodernism from the novel perspective of 
fantasy fiction. At this point, however, I should acknowledge again that what I have 
referred to here as a “conventional story” is just that – a story. It is a story of a trou-
bled modern world getting ever more vast, complicated and confusing, and of stories 
themselves responding to that confusion and seeking ways to deal with it by rethink-
ing their mimetic operations. Like all stories, it can be told in various different ways 
– out of which I have chosen one that focuses on the crisis of representation. Fit-
tingly enough, periodizing terms like modernism and postmodernism are themselves 
best considered “useful fictions” (see McHale 1992, 33; Hutcheon 2002, 161) – re-
sponses to reality and means for organizing it, rather than accurate depictions or 
representations of it. They are, in this sense, tools for shaping nearly a century of 
cultural history into a coherent narrative that can be used to make sense of the chang-
ing world (see McHale 1987, 4).36 They are also, of course, terms with connotations 
and usages that are far too numerous and diverse to go into at any depth within the 
scope of this study. The approach to postmodernism as a response to a crisis of 
representation, or a crisis of the idea of reality at large, is inevitably something of a 
caricature: there has to be some picking and choosing of viewpoints, and some gross 
generalizations are probably unavoidable.  

That being said, I do find this caricature – or, to put it more generously, this 
constructed version of reality (cf. McHale 1992, 2) – a useful context for my discus-
sion of contemporary fantasy all the same. By conceptualizing the late 20th-century 
“postmodernist condition” (Lyotard 1984) of storytelling as a crisis of representa-
tion, I partake in a fairly common and influential understanding of literary postmod-
ernism which, as a familiar story, can be cast into a usefully “estranging” light, so to 
speak (cf. Suvin 2016a, 18), by using fantasy genre as a new vantage point (see 
Polvinen 2014, 62). This conceptualization of the crisis also serves as a means for 
putting the emergence of fantasy into a relevant cultural and historical context that 
sheds light both to the ways this kind of fiction responds to evolving notions of 
reality and to the reasons why the genre is enjoying such a moment in the contem-
porary world. That is because even though postmodernism itself, as a cultural para-
digm, is these days widely considered over – and replaced by some yet-to-be-

 
36 This two-part narrative of modernity has also been contested, of course, with some 
scholars viewing the cultural developments of last century simply as a st ill ongoing 
project of modernism (see Jameson 1991, 4).  
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conceptualized new thing, a “post-postmodernism”37 (e. g. Hutcheon 2002, 166; Hu-
ber 2014, 4–5; McHale 2015, 176) – the crisis of representation is still ongoing. It is, 
as I shall argue in Chapter 2, a major legacy of postmodernism that endures to the 
early decades of the 21st century. If anything, the crisis is only intensifying as the 
troubled world enters that dystopic era of internet algorithms, information bubbles, 
fake news and conspiracy theories that many journalists and scholars have in recent 
years dubbed “post-truth” (e. g. Laybats & Tredinnik 2016, 204; Rochlin 2017, 389; 
Habgood-Coote 2019, 1042–1043).  

This popularized idea of society having collectively moved beyond a perception 
of any objectively true reality is considered by some scholars a sort of bastardized 
version of academic postmodernism “trickling down” into public sentiment and dis-
course (e. g. Mair 2017, 4; McIntyre 2018, 150). The postmodernist notions of reality 
as a simulation and language as constructive of reality do indeed have some resem-
blance with the allegedly prevalent post-truth sentiment where opinions are con-
flated with facts and people feel entitled to their own personal truths (see Rochlin 
2017, 386). They both share an impression of a world of extreme relativism, where 
everyone lives in their own “alternative epistemic space” (Lewandowsky et al. 2017, 
360) – their own version of the world they construct for themselves out of stories 
they have been told, stories they tell themselves and stories spoon-fed them by the 
media they consume. It is well outside the scope of this thesis to take any firm stance 
on whether this fairly dystopic picture of 21st-century world is fully accurate or not. 
Nevertheless, the prevalence of post-truth discourse, by which I mean the media de-
bate about the post-truth era and the dangers it supposedly poses to society (see 
Kraatila 2019, 420–422), is definitely a force at play in the contemporary media en-
vironment – a force that, with its tendency to address stories as powerful means for 
shaping reality, is liable to end up legitimizing and reinforcing the very idea that all 
humanly accessible versions of the world are indeed produced in storytelling.  

With this kind of popularization of the notion of reality as a construction, the art 
of fiction finds itself before new challenges. For postmodernist fiction, generally 
speaking, the crisis of representation was a novel thing, and the unreality of the world 
something to be exposed, illuminated and put on display in order to challenge hu-
bristic modernist “illusions” of a true reality within the grasp of human rationality 
(see Hutcheon 1988, 25; McHale 1992, 150–151). Similarly, for its contemporaneous 
fantasy tradition, a penchant for constructing obviously artificial alternative worlds 
is another radical response to newly perceived impossibility of representation. For 

 
37 The last two decades have witnessed a veritable flurry of suggested labels for this 
new period (see Gibbons 2015, 30 for an overview). One of the most comprehensively 
theorized conceptualizations for a  new cultural paradigm after postmodernism is 
“metamodernism,” introduced in 2010 by Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den 
Akker. I will discuss it  in conjunction with other attempts to periodize the new mil-
lennium in Chapter 3.  
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21st-century storytelling, on the other hand, the constructed nature of reality has been 
normalized, as epitomized the post-truth discourse: it does not need to be exposed 
anymore, because it is already evident and cannot become invisible again (e. g. Felski 
2008, 1; Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 6). As Irmtraud Huber puts it, “the 
postmodernist tenets of the inaccessibility of the real, the indeterminacy of meaning 
and the impossibility of truth” (2014, 15) have become part of the new reality that 
21st-century fiction has to face – a new normal, for better or worse (also Funk 2011, 
133; McHale 2015, 180–181). Accordingly, as the postmodernist suspicion of story-
telling has exposed stories, fictional and otherwise, as means for manipulating and 
determining this new, eternally changeable reality, they cannot in good faith resume 
pretensions of just innocuously mirroring the world outside themselves (see James 
2011, 494–495).  

However, for fiction that aspires beyond postmodernism, illustrating the crisis of 
representation is not enough – it must seek ways of resolving that crisis, or at least 
providing readers with means for coping with it. Such a concern is indeed implied in 
the very idea of being “post” – in this case, “post-postmodern,” as it were – it con-
notes moving forward while confronting what has come before (see McHale 2015, 
6). In Chapter 3, which concludes this part of my study, I discuss ways in which 
contemporary fiction confronts the crisis of representation, aiming to reinvent mimesis 
as a meaningful response to external reality despite the duly acknowledged impossibility of 
truly capturing that reality in writing (cf. Huber 2014, 33). In 21st-century fiction 
there is, again very generally speaking, a backlash to be seen against the endless rela-
tivism and refusal to commit to any one interpretation of reality that are commonly 
deemed hallmarks of postmodernist fiction (see Nyqvist 2012, 251) – possibly be-
cause these literary conventions can be seen to exacerbate rather than alleviate the 
crisis. In the case of contemporary fantasy fiction, the notion of an imaginary world 
as a closed system wholly separate from outside-world concerns is similarly going 
out of fashion. Instead, such world-building is increasingly regarded as a means for 
astute social commentary (e. g. Jemisin in Cunningham 2018) – it constitutes a spec-
ulative take on reality that, amid the crisis of representation, amounts to a way of 
rethinking the very idea of mimesis as contribution to a shared reality. As several schol-
ars of storytelling beyond postmodernism have noted (e. g. James 2011, 493; Nyqvist 
2012, 252; de Waard 2012, 233), an attempt to reimagine ways stories can connect 
with the world outside themselves and communicate something meaningful about 
them is a major trend in contemporary fiction in general, tempered by an ongoing 
mistrust of both the narrative form and notions of a single and self-evident reality 
(see Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 5; Huber 2014, 32–33). 

In addition to a quest for some form of cautious representation, there is also a 
new take in evidence to that suspect narrative form itself, as the mediator of humanly 
accessible and socially shareable reality (e. g. Caracciolo 2012, 371; Meretoja 2014, 
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124; Huber 2014, 47–48) – an interest in the constructive power of narrative as a means 
for making productive sense of a complex world that seems “less and less concretely 
accessible” (Chu 2010, 80) by the day. As I mentioned in the introduction, this in-
terest – widely conceptualized as a narrative turn in fiction and across humanities 
and social sciences (e. g. Hyvärinen 2010; Meretoja 2014) – marks a shift of focus 
from narrative structure itself to what can be done with it (Roussin 2017, 385; also 
Pettersson 2016, 26; Dawson 2017, 406). This utility factor, stemming from the per-
ceived transformative power inherent in storytelling, keeps influencing the way nar-
ratives, fictional and otherwise, are viewed and evaluated in the wake of postmod-
ernism. Instead of insidious structures upholding illusions of a monolithic reality, 
they are considered tools, and extremely versatile ones at that – still potentially dan-
gerous if misused (Meretoja & Davis 2018, 2) but also useful for navigating a reality 
that can itself easily appear just a web of intermingling stories (see Caracciolo 2012, 
372). Fantasy fiction, as noted in the introduction, has a long tradition of examining 
the relationship between storytelling and reality, and has developed strategies for 
redefining that relationship in a way that can prove highly useful in confronting the 
crisis of representation, as well as the accompanying notion of the world having re-
cently become “post-truth.” 

On that note, there is a final disclaimer I feel compelled to make before going 
further into the topic of the crisis of representation. The post-truth sentiment I con-
nect above with this crisis in fiction is rightly regarded as a cause for concern because 
it blurs the boundaries between experiences of reality and the immutable facts of 
that reality – but while postmodernism has left as its legacy an awareness of the 
endless variation in the former, it obviously has done nothing to change the latter. 
A term like post-truth itself, in fact, conflates experiences with facts, implying that 
there is a single factual reality, the “truth,” of which people are supposedly now 
“post” because they experience the world in ways that conflict with it (cf. Fuller 
2018, 2). This is, I think, related to the same line of thinking that often leads to 
dismissal of fantasy fiction from the ranks of serious literature, as its supernatural 
elements are taken to make it “inimical to the empirical world and its laws” (Suvin 
2016, 21; also Huber 2014, 48; Dunne & Raby 2013, 77) – as if that “empirical” 
world were a simple matter in itself (cf. Baggini 2017, 6). It is, of course, immediately 
apparent to any reasonable person that in the world outside fiction dragons and such 
indeed do not exist, not even in a post-truth world. However, the narrow post-En-
lightenment understanding of what is “true” or “real” that the post-truth discourse 
generally advocates for (e. g. McIntyre 2018) disregards, in my view disingenuously, 
the full range and depth of perfectly legitimate human experience of the world (cf. 
Hume 1984, 43; Oziewicz 2017). 

This is where, according to my hypothesis, fiction – and perhaps especially fan-
tasy fiction – has an essential role to play when it comes to constructing responses 
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to contemporary reality. As I see it, fiction, almost by definition, is not in the business 
of “truth” at all (cf. Landy 2012, 201) – it is not generally approached as a source of 
information about the world outside fiction (see Walsh 2019, 414), either accurate 
or false. Instead, it is concerns itself with things like experiences, impressions, inter-
pretations, projections and perspectives: the versions of the world that, unlike the 
objective facts of the physical realm, can be both influenced by stories and meaning-
fully addressed by them. Fiction does not define or conform to the boundaries of 
the “empirical world” but expands the possible impressions of reality outside them. It is also, 
therefore, a vehicle for mediating that strange, tangled, endlessly variable and ex-
panding web of constructed versions of reality – a vehicle which, unlike “serious” 
discourse on “real-world” issues, can neither conflate impressions with facts nor dis-
miss them as unreal or false. This makes fiction – and a notoriously imaginative sort 
of fiction like fantasy in particular – a means for both broadening reality beyond the 
empirically observable one and navigating that more vast and complex impression 
of reality in a self-aware manner. No amount of bending or complicating the concept 
of reality is going to make dragons exist in a way that, say, dogs do; but by their very 
conspicuousness as impossible, imaginary creatures, those dragons can mark a work 
of fiction as a vehicle for going beyond the ordinary and towards a broader percep-
tion of reality. 
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1. HERE BE DRAGONS: FANTASY GENRE AT THE 
MARGINS OF 20TH-CENTURY FICTION 

In his account on the relationship of fantasy fiction with literary modernism and 
postmodernism, Jim Casey remarks that “[f]antasy has always been marginal, on the 
edges of maps, beyond the well-defined kingdoms, in the areas marked ‘Here be 
Dragons’” (2012, 114). He is referring to an artistic convention in medieval cartog-
raphy, where the edges of the known world are decorated with intriguing if some-
what ominous drawings of dragons, sea serpents, krakens and other mythical mon-
sters.38 These creatures, as they are commonly interpreted, symbolize the possible 
dangers of the uncharted territory, fear and wonder before the unknown: they serve 
as both a warning to travelers and an expression of the limits of the cartographer’s 
knowledge.  

I find this an apt metaphor for the place fantasy fiction has held in relation to 
Western literature and literary criticism during the genre’s formative period in the 
20th century. The kind of literature that is associated with the conventional narrative 
of modernism giving way to postmodernism – classics and epitomes of modernist 
and postmodernist literature like James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) and Thomas Pynchon’s 
Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), respectively – represent the mapped territory. They have 
been copiously studied and theorized, taught in classrooms and valorized as exem-
plary of those literary periods (e. g. McHale 2015, 14–16). Fantasy, when considered 
against this mapping of 20th-century literature, is the realm of dragons. From the 
vantage point of the literary canons of modernism and postmodernism, the period-
izations defined by those canons and the literary theory informed largely by them, it 
is a mostly unexplored territory. Specifically, the rapid expansion of fantasy as a mar-
ket category is only rarely included in any discussion of postmodernism, despite it 
coinciding with postmodernity’s supposed apex in the 1970s (see ibid., 2015, 63) 
following the commercial successes of Tolkien and Lewis’ works (James 2012, 72–
73). If mentioned at all in such a context, fantasy is more often than not only vaguely 
defined with references to superficial imagery (e. g. Jameson 2002, 274–275; 

 
38 The actual phrase “here be dragons” does not in fact appear in English on any 
documented old map – in Latin, the words “hic  sunt dracones” has been found only  
once, on the Hunt-Lenox Globe built  in 1510.  
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Richardson 2016, 398), almost literally as that place where dragons and other super-
natural beasts live – a place that is outside the bounds of the “empirical” world, and 
therefore of no concern to it (cf. Suvin 2016a, 21–22; see Wolfe 2011, 7). Instead of 
getting mapped as part of the cultural landscape, it is only represented by a roughly 
drawn dragon lurking in the margins. 

This marginalization is, in my view, best demonstrated by the very notion of fan-
tasy as a distinct genre of fiction – a form of storytelling that can, ostensibly, be easily 
told apart both from other similarly distinguishable speculative genres like science 
fiction and horror and from the supposedly “genreless” and prototypical “literary 
fiction” or “mainstream”39 from which all those genres deviate (see McHale 1992, 
227; Roine 2016, 29; Lanzendörfer 2016, 8). While the slippery concept of genre is 
used and interpreted in literary studies in numerous different ways – it can, depend-
ing on context and theoretical tradition, refer to basically any classification of kinds 
of texts, whether by form, content or medium – the cultural labeling of some kinds 
of stories as genre fiction is quite different and far less neutral a matter. This is a term 
that essentially defines such stories by their distinctiveness from ones that are simply 
considered “literary” (see Le Guin 2019, 9) assigning them to a separate category of 
fiction and regarding them more as representative of that category than as individual, 
unique artworks (see Attebery 1992, x). This is not, I think, completely misguided – 
as I will elucidate shortly, works of fantasy fiction are indeed recognizable as such 
precisely because there is a distinct genre tradition to associate them with, and they 
also deliberately relate to that tradition as a discussion in which to take part (see 
Mendlesohn 2003, 1).  

However, the concept of genre fiction, especially when compounded with the 
notion of such fiction as “popular culture” or “formula fiction” (e. g. McHale 2018, 
319; see Wolfe 2011, 76) also easily implies unoriginality, and therefore low artistic 
value, of those individual works (see Wolfe 2011, 51; Kukkonen 2011, 13–14; cf. 
Nyqvist 2010, 32). A genre that is easily recognizable as such must, after all, consist 
of works that bear a notable amount of “family resemblance” to each other (see 
Fowler 1982, 41–44). In the scholarship of fantasy, accordingly, much work has gone 
into trying to formulate a satisfactory definition for the genre, leading to a self-ful-
filling focus on similarities between different works of fantasy rather than their 
unique qualities. Pointing out where exactly the genre deviates from all other kinds 

 
39 These terms are used in this thesis roughly synonymously. Generally speaking, 
“mainstream” is the concept most often used by fans of genre fic tion (see Wolfe & 
Beamer 2011, 165), probably because it  does not, unlike the somewhat elit ist “literary 
fiction,” imply that genre tradit ions l ike science fiction or fantasy are automatically 
“nonliterary” or even “subliterary” (see Keen 2007, 61; McHale 2010, 11; Le Guin 
2019, 11).  Instead, it  connotes appreciation of genre fiction as a sort of alternative 
scene or counterculture, a distributary breaking off the main channel of literary his-
tory and going its own way.   
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of storytelling is still, more often than not, considered a necessary starting point for 
any discussion of fantasy fiction. Most of those definitions, as I noted in the intro-
duction, see as that point of departure the inclusion of supernatural elements or 
nonconformities with laws of nature or “consensus reality” (e. g. Manlove 1975, 10–
11; Attebery 1980, 2; Hume 1984, 21; Ekman 2013, 5–6).40 These kinds of definitions 
of fantasy, inductive, vague and inconclusive as they necessarily are, may not serve 
much purpose for the analysis of fantasy stories themselves. Rather, they are deemed 
essential because any discussion of fiction that carries a genre label seems to require 
addressing works of such fiction as representative of a literary phenomenon that is 
bigger than any individual work. My study, of course, is no exception in this respect: 
it aims towards understanding how fantasy fiction, as a rule, responds to the crisis 
of representation, treating the works included in the corpus as examples that, while 
not meant to stand for all fantasy ever written, nevertheless illuminate a bigger pic-
ture beyond themselves. 

To this end, however, I do not find constructing an essentialist, categorical defi-
nition of fantasy a helpful starting point; such definitions tend to be, in my view, 
simultaneously too broad and vague to be useful analytical tools and too arbitrarily 
limiting to grasp popular genres as the historically situated and diverse traditions they 
are. For example, it should be pointed out that if fantasy were to be defined as fiction 
that includes supernatural elements, one of the works in my own main corpus, Joe 
Abercrombie’s The Shattered Sea trilogy, would not qualify, since it technically has 
nothing truly supernatural in it; the things its characters perceive as “magic” are in 
fact just bits and pieces of ancient technology too advanced for them to understand, 
and the world they inhabit is gradually revealed to be post-apocalyptic Europe. In 
spite of this, Abercrombie’s work is probably closest from the bunch to truly proto-
typical epic fantasy, with its pseudo-medieval imagery, its quest-like narrative struc-
tures and its reusage of well-worn fantasy tropes and clichés like returning kings, 
scrappy teenage heroes and battles for the fate of the world. While lacking literal 

 
40 It should be noted that impossible , magical and supernatural events as stuff of 
fantasy fiction are perhaps more often than not evoked to distinguish it  from science 
fiction, often in a neutral sense but sometimes in a derogatory way. Suvin, for exam-
ple, dismisses fantasy from his theory o f science fiction (2016a, 21) based on its 
supernatural features. This sort of comparison with science fiction – a genre which 
has itself struggled for academic recognition for a large part of its history – has 
strongly influenced the view of fantasy as li terary form that deals with the impossible,  
the supernatural,  and the fanciful,  as opposed to science fiction which supposedly 
remains firmly grounded in everyday reality (e. g. Gomel 2012, 399 –400). This dis-
t inction between science fiction and fantasy, wh ile not entirely arbitrary or com-
pletely artificial,  does in my view exert an undue amount of influence on how fantasy 
is conceptualized as a genre: it  becomes essentially defined by what science fiction 
scholars see fit  to limit outside the scope of their  own interests,  and is therefore in 
constant danger of being reduced to a strawman of itself (cf.  Pettersson 2016, 43).  
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magic, it is still immediately recognizable as a work of fantasy for any reader even 
cursorily familiar with the genre. On the flipside, an ahistorical definition of fantasy 
as any sort of fiction with supernatural elements expands the category to encompass 
the bulk of all literature ever written – everything that diverges, however slightly, 
from the narrow conception of literary realism based on post-Enlightenment ideas 
of what constitutes mimesis (cf. Oziewicz 2017).41 

This is why, instead of trying to determine any poetics-based common denomi-
nator for fantasy or trying to pigeonhole it as a category of fiction from the outset, I 
prefer an approach to the genre as a collaborative project of sorts that has emerged, 
evolved and been established in a particular historical context. That approach, I be-
lieve, allows for more nuanced understanding of both the poetics of the genre and 
the response to reality those poetics have been developed to convey. To that end, I 
think it appropriate to begin by considering a bit further the sense of “genre” in 
“genre fiction.”  

1.1. The Fantasy Project: or, Genre as Collaboration 

When one seeks to put the rise of a genre like fantasy into a historical context, I think 
genre is most usefully conceptualized as an established, recognizable literary tradition in 
which individual works of fiction deliberately participate. Rather than a monolithic or 
clear-cut category of fiction, it more closely resembles a discussion where different 
stories connect with each other through similar narrative devices, stylistic choices 
and recurring themes – and through skillful audiences, or fandoms, that are able to 
make these connections (see Fowler 1982, 41–42; Huber 2014, 12). In this concep-
tualization of genre, I take my cue from Karin Kukkonen’s notion of works of genre 
fiction being bound together through a kind of “unspecified intertextuality” (2008, 

 
41 Defined solely by the presence of supernatural,  the domain of fantasy would come 
to include a highly eclectic selection of stories ran ging from L. M. Montgomery’s 
Emily of  New Moon  (1923) to Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis  (1915) , from Italo Calvino’s 
Cosmicomics  (1965)  to Nikolai Gogol’s The Nose  (1836) . Works like these – which all 
arguably include “fantastic” elements or employ a fantastic “mode” of storytelling 
but have nothing to do with the genre tradit ion colloquially known as fantasy – have 
indeed frequently been discussed in academic treatises with the term “fantasy” in 
their names (e. g.  Jackson 1981; Hume 1984; Huber 2014). This has compelled An-
drew Rayment to point out,  rather acerbically,  that redefining fantasy in a way that 
includes canonized literary novels as diverse as Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) 
and George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) while sometimes even excluding or dismiss-
ing works like The  Lord of  the Rings  (e.  g. Jackson 1981, 13) seems a rather cynical way 
of shoehorning the hip concept “fantasy” to the t it le of a scholarly work without 
having to discuss the genre people generally th ink of as fantasy (2014, 12;  also At-
tebery 1992, 36; James & Mendlesohn 2012, 1).   
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261). According to her, interpreting a work of genre fiction is a process where the 
reader relies on their contextual knowledge of a group of similar works to make sense 
of certain elements in the text, such as character archetypes and standard plotlines, 
and in doing so evolves a more sophisticated understanding of the genre itself “as 
the hermeneutic circle starts turning” (ibid., 265; cf. Waugh 1984, 13). For example, 
the king returning to his rightful throne in Abercrombie’s Half a King would gain 
meaning through his connection to other such kings across different stories, chief 
among them Aragorn from The Lord of the Rings and King Arthur of the Round Table 
fame, and then go on to join those other monarchs in the audience’s collective “pop-
ular cultural memory” (Kukkonen 2008, 263), thus cementing the association of 
kings reclaiming their kingdoms with the fantasy genre and the mythologies the genre 
draws from.  

Conceptualized this way, genre functions as a pool of resources from which in-
dividual works draw and into which they add their own stuff (cf. Wolfe 2011, xi; 
Kukkonen 2010, 146) – or, as Tolkien more poetically puts it, “the Cauldron of Story 
[that] has always been boiling, and to [which] have continually been added new bits, 
dainty and undainty” (2006, 125). In this sense, fantasy genre can be usefully con-
ceived of as a project or collaboration in which individual works contribute, a project 
that leads to an ever more nuanced and multifaceted picture of what fantasy encom-
passes and what can be done with it. The impression of fantasy as a genre, and genre 
fiction as a concept, is therefore also tied to audience’s ability to recognize an indi-
vidual work of fiction as a participant in this particular project, allowing them to use 
the genre as a frame of reference that adds to the interpretation of that work. The 
degree to which a work of fiction needs to draw from the common pool to be 
acknowledged by the audience as a participant in the fantasy project is, of course, an 
open question: it depends on a constantly evolving understanding, on both individ-
ual and collective level, of what the genre can be. This has led Attebery to conceive 
of fantasy genre as a “fuzzy set”42 of different works that all bear some degree of 
resemblance to The Lord of the Rings (1992, 13–14) – the one work that, as Gary K. 
Wolfe has it, readers of the emerging fantasy genre came to identify as “a central 
ideological lynchpin” around which the idea of fantasy as a distinct genre gradually 
took shape (2011, 24; also Hassler-Forest 2016, 27). Fantasy, by this logic, is not 
definable by any strict boundaries, but rather coalesces around an enormously influ-
ential, iconic work at the center. 

 
42 Attebery borrows the term from mathematics, where “fuzzy set” refers to a set 
whose elements have degrees of membership, as opposed to classical set theory where 
elements strictly either belong or do not belong in the set.  In Attebery’s conception 
of fantasy as a genre, it  connotes a group that is defined by its center rather than its 
boundaries (1992, 12),  leaving open the degree of similarity with The Lord of  the Rings  
a work needs to have to belong in the set.   
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To describe The Lord of the Rings, or even Tolkien’s legendarium as a whole, as the 
defining work of fantasy genre is admittedly somewhat anachronistic at both ends. 
At the beginning, the roots of “arguably the oldest narrative tradition of all” (Wolfe 
2011, 21) could be traced, if one felt so inclined, back all the way to Epic of Gilgamesh 
(c. 1800 BC) and even older oral tradition, myths and legends that inspired Tolkien 
and countless other authors before him. At the end on the other hand, from the 
viewpoint of present day and considering the expansion of the field of contemporary 
fantasy, Tolkien’s novel might face some fierce competition for the central spot of 
the fuzzy set. The Lord of the Rings earns its place at the center of Attebery’s model via 
a small empirical experiment where his fellow fantasy scholars, when asked to rank 
forty works of fiction by their subjective perception of them as fantasy, essentially 
voted it the most “quintessential” example (1992, 13) – but this experiment was of 
course conducted in the early 1990s at the latest. It is entirely possible that if it was 
repeated today with a new group of subjects and an updated corpus of works, Harry 
Potter or Game of Thrones would take the place at the center of the set, and even Steph-
anie Meyer’s Twilight (2005), which inspired a boom of “paranormal romances” in 
the first decade of the new millennium, might get a high score. 

This is worth mentioning because fantasy genre, understood as a distinct modern 
literary tradition rather than a more timeless “fantastic” mode of writing (see At-
tebery 1992, 1–2; cf. Todorov 1973; Hume 1984; Huber 2014),43 is tied to its histor-
ical circumstances and as such defined as much by its constant evolution as by its 
intertextual connectedness. Considering those historical circumstances, however, as 
stated before, the modern fantasy genre can be reasonably argued to owe its emer-
gence to Tolkien’s novel. This is because the very notion of fantasy as a genre became 
colloquially recognizable during the latter half of the 20th century, to a great extent 
due to the huge literary influence and commercial success of The Lord of the Rings, 
especially following the publication of its paperback edition in 1965 in both the UK 
and the US (see Attebery 1992, 14–15; Wolfe 2011, 30–31; James 2012, 72; Hassler-
Forest 2016, 27). This novel’s impact on the genre can hardly be exaggerated: as 
James notes, it “looms over all the fantasy written in English – and in many other 
languages – since its publication” (2012, 62). Tolkien’s work single-handedly either 
founds or popularizes a number of the genre’s most distinctive features, such as 

 
43 The “fantastic” as a mode of storytelling is probably  most famously defined by 
Tzvetan Todorov as readerly hesitation between natural and supernatural interpreta-
tions of a story (1973, 33) or, as Huber reinterprets it ,  between “mimetic” and “mar-
velous” approaches to real ity (2014, 55–60). Most scholars discussing “fantastic” fic-
t ion or “fantastic genres” conceive of it  as an extremely vague and inclusive group 
of works loosely bound together by usage of any sort of supernatural element. It is 
effectively constructed as a foil for realism or so-called mimetic representation of 
reality (e. g. Hume 1984, 20; Trebicki 2015, 2 –4) – a conceptualization that has its 
uses for analyzing ways such fiction relates to that reali ty but is ahistorical and close 
to meaningless as a definit ion of the contemporary genre.  
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elves, dwarfs and orcs as staple fantasy races, formidable Dark Lords, settings remi-
niscent of European Middle Ages, meticulously detailed imaginary worlds with par-
atextual maps, the art of inventing fictional languages, and even the peculiar procliv-
ity for trilogies – even though The Lord of the Rings was not actually intended to be 
one.  

The 1960s and 1970s, then, as a time period during which Tolkien’s novel 
achieved its cult classic status all over the Western world (see Hassler-Forest 2016, 
33), are when fantasy was firmly established in the audience’s consciousness as one 
of those genres of popular fiction skulking in the margins of the map of literary 
landscape. Because, as Attebery points out, “[g]enre terms are both descriptive and 
constitutive” (2014, 32), this can be reasonably taken for the timeframe in which 
modern fantasy as a distinct popular genre came into existence. From that estab-
lished position, the genre also acquired a makeshift early canon of its own, with ear-
lier works like William Morris’ The Well at the World’s End (1896), David Lindsay’s A 
Voyage to Arcturus (1920) and E. R. Eddison’s The Worm Ouroboros (1922) being retro-
spectively identified as early fantasy novels (Wolfe 2011, 193), along with Tolkien’s 
own The Hobbit, or There and Back Again (1937).44 In such compilation of a canon, 
fantasy became recognizable as, on the one hand, a distinct tradition of storytelling 
in which new works of fiction could participate – on the other, a label by which that 
tradition could be both separated from the literary mainstream (see Keen 2007, 39) 
and marketed to an emerging audience of Tolkien fans (see Bishop 2015, 19–20). 

The marginalizing implications of genre fiction as a marketing label were also no 
doubt themselves conducive for the development of a sense of “genre identity” (see 
Wolfe 2011, 22) for fantasy, both in the sense of a distinctive aesthetic and in relation 
with the broader cultural landscape against which it was positioned. As both Wolfe 
and Dan Hassler-Forest note, the communities of writers, scholars and fans that 
were formed around appreciation of fantasy fiction, feeling their tastes rejected by 
the literary mainstream, used to operate “in relative isolation from that mainstream” 
(ibid., xi; Hassler-Forest 2016, 40; cf. Huber 2014, 52–53). As a consequence, the 
literary tradition also developed relatively insulated from the prevailing tastes of the 
day, with prospective fantasy authors turning to established ones for inspiration and 
support – many of them “either imitating [Tolkien] or else desperately trying to es-
cape his influence” (James 2012, 62; also Wolfe 2011, 24). In time, there emerged a 

 
44 Before fantasy was established in the audience’s collective consciousness as a frame 
of reference, these works would probably have been considered kinds of fairy tales, 
children’s books or retellings of  myths, or simply w eird stories with no particular  
relation to any identifiable genre. Concerning The Hobbit ,  Tolkien made significant  
revisions for the second (1951) and third (1966) edit ions of the story, to make it  fit 
better into his fantasy legendarium as a whole – and even after those revisions, it 
remains markedly more whimsical and lighter in tone compared to Tolkien’s other 
works, being originally written as an adventure story for children.  
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strong sense of fantasy fandom – greatly overlapping with science fiction fandom45 
– as a sort of counter-cultural scene or community of writers and readers which one 
can be part of on the “inside” and which is allegedly looked down upon by the “elit-
ist” modernist tastemakers (see Casey 2012, 115; also Wolfe 2011, 20; Hassler-Forest 
2016, 6) from the “outside” (see Gray et al. 2007, 2). The notion of fantasy as genre 
fiction, in short, is based on its divergence from so-called literary fiction just as much 
as it hinges on the family resemblance between works within the genre.  

This counter-cultural status of fantasy and other forms of genre fiction, and their 
fandoms, is of course not merely a matter of so-called “geek culture” being pushed 
to the margins by the elitist modernists. The very idea of fantasy and science fiction 
fandom as a subculture or community with its own identity – and with its own cul-
tural institutions like publications, societies, conventions and awards – connotes an 
intentional and even defiant separation from what is called, within that loose com-
munity, the mainstream. Such separation is upheld, for example, in the tendency of 
scholars of speculative genres to contrast their interests, and poetics of their subject 
matter, with those of literary realism and “mainstream scholars” (cf. Polvinen 2014, 
61). As I noted while discussing the concept of speculative fiction in the introduc-
tion, there is an implicit suggestion in such opposition that these popular genres 
involve a greater degree of creative freedom than literary mainstream can afford, as 
well as more potential for subversive estrangement of everyday reality (e. g. Scholes 
1975, 11; Suvin 2016a, 16; Oziewicz 2017).46 In fan studies, relatedly, there has been 
a similar long-standing emphasis on “fandom as a space for marginalized voices to 
speak back to media culture” (Click & Scott 2018, 3) – an emphasis that has “con-
stituted a purposeful political intervention that sided with the tactics of fan audiences 
in their evasion of dominant ideologies” (Gray et al. 2007, 2).47 The binary between 
the literary mainstream and the popular-cultural fandom has, in other words, been 

 
45 In academic discussion of science fiction, this overlap in readership has sometimes 
been ignored or even outright denied. Suvin, for example, once stated that the com-
mercial lumping together of the two genres was “a grave disservice and rampantly 
socio-pathological phenomenon” (2016a, 21).  Jameson, in his own venture to study 
of fantasy, goes as far as to argue that readers of science fiction and fantasy “do not 
tolerate each other’s tastes” (2002, 273) – a statement that is simply untrue, as evi-
denced by not only the intertwined history of the respective fandoms of the two siste r 
genres but also an abundance of authors well -established in both, like C. S. Lewis, 
Ursula K. Le Guin and George R. R. Martin.  
46 The term “mainstream” itself can be taken to connote, from this perspective, a 
rather pejorative understanding of literary f iction as something conventional and 
geared towards upholding the dominant establishment.  
47 It  should be duly noted that in more recent fan studies, according to Suzanne Click 
and Melissa A. Scott,  this emphasis and the binary it  endorses have also been cr it i-
cized “for being both too utopian in its framing of fandom as a space of cultural  
resistance, and not sufficiently nuanced in acknowledging that fans are always already 
consumers” (2018, 2). 
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upheld from both sides of the divide, by those who are sympathetic to the latter’s 
tastes as well as those who are not. 

Writers of fantasy fiction, similarly, often emphasize their own marginal status as 
genre authors. Terry Pratchett, for example, quipped in his acceptance speech for an 
honorary degree at University of Portsmouth that he was “not quite sure why you’ve 
given me a Doctorate of Letters. Certainly the biggest service I have performed for 
literature is to deny on every suitable occasion that I write it” (2015, 191–192) – 
referring to his emphatically proclaimed affiliation with a popular genre. Such self-
marginalization by fantasy authors typically denotes a fierce opposition to sugges-
tions, usually from outside the fandom, that the mainstream prestige they have come 
to enjoy means that their works are not really fantasy, or genre fiction at all (also 
Grossman 2012). The binary opposition of genre fiction to mainstream is thus main-
tained, by Pratchett and other fantasy authors, as a basis for defending genre fiction 
against mainstream prejudices, and in effort to separate genre labels themselves from 
the value judgements they often connote. During her long career as a fantasy and 
science fiction author, Ursula K. Le Guin has been a particularly outspoken critic of 
attempts to use genre as a “value category” (2019, 11), having written numerous 
strong-worded essays and blog-posts against “[s]ome ‘literary’ novelists [who] have 
performed amazing contortions to preserve their pure name from the faintest taint 
of genre pollution” (ibid., 13; cf. Atwood 2011, 6),48 as well as against literary critics 
who keep considering genre fiction, at best, “a guilty pleasure” (ibid., 104, in re-
sponse to Krystal 2012).  

In the same characteristically polemic manner, Le Guin has also pointed out that 
many mainstream literary critics “will make fools of themselves” attempting to dis-
cuss fantasy fiction because they “have no contextual information to tell them what 
its tradition is, where it’s coming from, what it’s trying to do, what it does” (2019, 
11) – thus casting fantasy reading as a fairly sophisticated set of skills that fans of the 
genre have and that those mainstream outsiders sorely lack. Such an understanding 
of fandom as a skillful audience (also Jenkins 2018, 18) that is familiar with the partic-
ular tradition of storytelling and its characteristic devices – and can, therefore, work 
well with its affordances when interpreting such storytelling – also underlies my own 

 
48 The author with whom Le Guin has most prominently differed over such avoidance 
of genre labels is Margaret Atwood, who has resisted having her novels like The Hand-
maid’s Tale (1985), Oryx and Crake (2003) and The Year of  the Flood (2009) called science 
fiction, based on a definit ion of  the genre Le Guin finds “arbitrarily restrictive” 
(2019, 195). She also took issue, at the t ime, with Kazuo Ishiguro’s apparent reluc-
tance to have The Buried Giant labeled fantasy by its readers ( in Alter, A. 2015), noting 
that “[i] t  appears that the author takes the word for an insult ” (Le Guin 2015) . Ishi-
guro himself, however, considers her crit icism misdirected, stating in response to Le 
Guin that “if there is some sort of battle line being drawn for and against ogres and 
pixies appearing in books, I am on the side of ogres and pixies”  ( in Cain 2015). 
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conception of fantasy as a historically situated genre. Just like the affordances of 
fantasy stories discussed in the introduction cannot be separated from skillful readers 
realizing those affordances in their interpretations (cf. Scarlett & Zeilinger 2019, 27), 
the poetics of the genre have developed in accordance with an emerging readership 
that has learned to make richly meaningful sense of fantasy storytelling (see Kukko-
nen 2010, 133). That is not to say, of course, that there is a clear consensus within 
that readership over what fantasy is, what it “tries to do” or how it should be read. 
Quite on the contrary, these are questions that are constantly, and at times very heat-
edly, debated amongst the fandom.49 Indeed, the sense of there being an outsider 
mainstream from which the fandom, as a whole, distinguishes itself can sometimes 
be almost the only thing that binds opposing factions of such debates together. My 
own study, despite its best efforts at grasping a reasonably wide picture of the genre, 
is obviously also bound to represent only certain views of the poetics and purpose 
of fantasy within the fandom, and perhaps marginalize others.   

In conclusion, without a perceived mainstream from which to split off, fantasy 
could have no identity as a genre. Its recognizability depends, on the one hand, on 
its exclusion from the body of fiction that mainstream critics, academics, prize com-
mittees and other influential tastemakers canonize as representative of the literary 
period as a whole (see Lanzendörfer 2016, 8; Oziewicz 2017); on the other hand, it 
also hinges on the efforts of the fandom to distinguish their interests and subculture 
from that literary mainstream. Therefore, fantasy as a genre does not owe its emer-
gence only to the success of Tolkien’s legendarium, but also hinges on the divergence 
between literary and popular branches of storytelling that came to characterize 20th-century 
Western literature – the two becoming, as Elana Gomel has put it, “the yin and yang 
of cultural production, each defined by not being the other” (2012, 395). Most im-
portantly, the notion of a fantasy as a distinct genre depends on the hegemonic con-
ception of mimesis as reflection of a singular and pregiven empirical reality that char-
acterizes post-Enlightenment thought and its manifestations in literature. That nar-
row conception of reality is what makes a wildly variable range of storytelling dealing 
with “supernatural” things look like they diverge from the norm in a similar way, and 
can therefore be appropriately treated as a group. Next, I take a closer look at when, 
how and why that perceived divergence happened. 

 
49 For a recent example, the Sad Puppies campaigners who disrupted the Hugo awards 
in the years 2013–2015, in what was widely considered a conservative backlash against 
progress ive values within the fantasy and science fiction fandom (see Oleszczuk 2017; 
Wilson 2018), themselves framed the debate in terms of whether fantasy and science 
fiction stories should be considered “serious” polit ically committed forms of story-
telling or vehicles for escapist “fun”  (see Oleszczuk 2017, 129).  
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1.2. Those Elitist Modernists: or, Establishing the Great Divide 

Why, then, were genre traditions like fantasy, science fiction and horror consigned 
to the margins in the first place? “Fantastic” stories, with imaginative and supernat-
ural features, have after all been around for millennia, far longer than the aspirations 
for fiction to represent or reflect an objective reality that became the hallmark of 
19th-century realism. Before that Enlightenment-inspired shift in the perceived pur-
pose of fiction (see Oziewicz 2017), during the period now called romanticism, fan-
tastic storytelling was esteemed as a means for literature to reach for higher truths 
beyond the universe observable by the sciences (see Meretoja 2014, 139), with suffi-
cient prominence in the era’s art and criticism “to constitute virtually an alternate 
mode of seeing” (Wolfe 2011, 6). In other words, the ability of fantastic storytelling 
to go beyond mere reflection or commentary of the empirical world was perceived 
by romanticists as its strength, not a failing (see Halliwell 2002, 3; Meretoja & 
Lyytikäinen 2015, 6) – or at least a feature rather than a bug. According to Wolfe 
(2011, 6–8), the realist objectives of Victorian literature “devalorized” such pursuits, 
deeming the “unfettered imagination” of fantastic stories more suitable for children 
and primitive societies than “serious” adult readers (see Martin 2019, 202).50 Conse-
quently, he argues, people generally “unlearned to read fantastic stories” after their 
childhood (ibid., 4) – or, perhaps more accurately, learned to regard their enjoyment 
of such stories as something of a guilty pleasure. The reputation of these stories as 
lurid and sensational, low-quality literature was further exacerbated, especially in the 
Anglophone world, by the emerging market of cheaply produced “pulp fiction” 
where all sorts of marginalized forms of storytelling found their niches by the 1930s 
(ibid., 19–20).51 The stories published in this context, mostly rather formulaic and 
soon forgotten, indubitably played a part in genre fiction becoming associated with 
clichéd and highly commercialized “popular” or “mass” culture with little artistic 
merit.  

This consignment of genre fiction into its separate marketing category is related, 
it seems, to what Bo Pettersson conceives of as a “triple polarisation” in Western 

 
50 This devalorization, of course, in no way prevented a wealth of fantastic fict ion 
flourishing in the popular-cultural shadows of the realist canon; as Gomel has it ,  for 
one, the Gothic fiction of the 19th century, was “realism’s rebellious sibling” that was 
the first to challenge realist conceits of representing space and time, with its  “claus-
trophobic mazes,  inescapable dungeons, and haunted castles where the  past collides 
with the present” (2014b, 31).   
51 Wolfe, mainly considering American literature, uses the term “pulp fiction” to refer 
to the cheap magazines that emerged as a medium for many sorts of genre fiction at 
the beginning of the 20 th century, conceiving of the similarly inexpensive pap erback 
serials from the 1940s onward as a continuum of the same publication practice. In 
Britain, the so-called penny-dreadfuls had filled a similar role of mass -produced pop-
ular culture from the 1830s.  
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literature between experimental and traditional storytelling, serious and popular fic-
tion, and realist and fantastic genres52 (2016, 63). Such polarizing division between 
different kinds of fiction – or essentially between high culture and commercial mass 
culture (Jameson 1991, 2; Ryan 2001, 5) – is described by him as a general tendency 
of 20th-century cultural theory, anomalous in the course of literary history as a whole 
(Pettersson 2016, 64). There has of course always been an impulse in literary criticism 
to denounce certain works or forms of popularly enjoyed storytelling as vulgar or 
detrimental to the morals of society – famous examples include William Shake-
speare’s plays and the novel form in general in its infancy – but the separation of the 
domains of literary and popular does seem particularly pronounced in 20th-century 
cultural debates (also Huyssen 1986, viii). In other words, it appears characteristic to 
the time usually periodized with the two waves of modernism and postmodernism. 
Indeed, the essentialist, matter-of-fact segregation of the domains of “high” art and 
“low” popular culture – or what Anders Huyssen has named the Great Divide and 
considers a central feature of modernist cultural attitudes (ibid.) – is in fact repeatedly 
constructed and constantly reinforced in theory of modernist and postmodernist 
culture (cf. McHale 1992, 1–3), with high culture as a rule valorized at the expense 
of the low (Huyssen 1986, ix).   

Viewed from the vantage of the genre fiction developing in its margins, modern-
ism in particular appears quite a straightforwardly elitist movement in both literature 
and its criticism (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 7), with stark distinctions drawn between the 
kind of constantly innovating and evolving “autonomous art” (Habermas 1983, 9; 
Casey 2012, 114) and the commercially motivated, unoriginal mass culture designed 
only to entertain its audiences (see Gomel 2012, 385) – or, in a more sinister view 
promoted by the influential Marxist cultural criticism stemming from the Frankfurt 
School, to passivize the masses and discourage their political engagement (see Kuk-
konen 2013, 95).53 Modernism, fueled by its “enthusiasm for utopian thinking and 

 
52 This last might be better conceptualized, when real ism gives way to the project of 
modernism, as a polar ization between genres which conform to modernist and post-
modernist standards of art and those which do not. Both 20 th-century mainstream 
fiction and genre fiction, after al l,  employ fantastic as a mode of storytelling (see 
McHale 1987, 74; Attebery 1992, 20) and neither endorses the approach to represen-
tation normal ized by realism – a point I will discuss in depth in Chapter 2.  
53 Huyssen defends this posit ion, arguing that the impulse behind Marxist endo rse-
ment of the Great Divide was originally to save the dignity of art from “the totali-
tarian pressures of fascist mass spectacles,  socialist realism, and an ever more de-
graded commercial mass culture in the West” (1986, ix).  Arguably, though, branding 
the culture enjoyed by the masses with a label  of bad or meaningless art serves to 
dismiss those masses themselves, with its implication that “such flawed texts could 
be enjoyed only by flawed readers” (Wolfe 2011, 25).  It might well be that the judge-
ment of people as juvenile, passive and easily manipulated victims of corporate ex-
ploitation (see Hassler-Forest 2016, 24) based on their literary tastes ends up silenc-
ing those people more efficiently than any mass culture conspiracy ever could.  
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an enlightened idealization of reason” (Gibbons 2015, 32), had little use for anything 
frivolous or distracting, let alone supernatural, fanciful or escapist. By this line of 
thinking, popular culture in general – a wide tent encompassing not only genre fic-
tion but also new media like comics and, later, television soaps and video games – 
was effectively cast as a disenfranchising and stagnating cultural force, or “the ho-
mogenously sinister background on which the achievements of modernism can shine 
in their glory” (Huyssen 1986, ix). 

Aside from Marxist notions of the importance of fiction having revolutionary 
potential, this idea of popular culture as detrimental to the progress of society ties in 
with what Suzanne Keen has noted as the modernist revision of the very purpose of 
art – one where “[a]ppeals to sentiment and feeling fell out of favor as merely con-
ventional” and “[e]xperimental techniques disrupted the surface of discourse so that 
it could not be read by getting ‘lost in a book,’ with the reader submerged in an 
unchallenging, absorbing, reading trance” (2007, 56).54 To put it another way, 
modernism had little regard for immersion, or the so-called “aesthetic illusions” of 
literature (see Wolf 2013, 6–7), by which the reader forms emotional connections 
with fictional characters and perceives the imaginary world they inhabit as straight-
forwardly “real” (also Ryan 2015, 4). Instead, what became one of the most influen-
tial notions of the mimetic purpose of art was Shklovsky’s 1917 concept of estrange-
ment: an imperative for art to make objects “unfamiliar” in order “to impart the sen-
sation of things as they are perceived and not as they are known” (1965a, 12). For 
Shklovsky, art is a technique for disrupting the audience’s “habitualized” or “auto-
matic” perceptions of reality, leading to a renewed, acute consciousness of that reality 
– and according to him, this end is achieved by an experimental, deliberately “diffi-
cult” artful form that serves “to increase the difficulty and length of perception” 
(ibid.), as well as to “lay bare” the quality of art as a device (1965b, 27).  

In and around 1930s, Bertolt Brecht developed and popularized this notion of 
the purpose of art in the field of theatre, reconceptualizing estrangement as a crucial 
effect of art as a means for representing the “broad, varied and contradictory” mod-
ern social reality (2003, 226).55 In this Brechtian sense, estrangement results from 

 
54 Interestingly, Keen conceives of the “high modernist literary fiction” as a new 
category of fiction “which split  off from the mass of publications in areas now labeled 
as subliterary ‘genres’” (2007, 61) – with genre fiction, somewhat paradoxically,  seen 
as the mainstream from which the canonical modernism diverges. This reflects, I 
think, Keen’s approach to f iction, and especially novels,  as something with which the 
reader is invited to become emotionally involved, a standard from which modernist 
fict ion, but not the contemporaneous genre tradit ions, can be seen as a departure. 
55 Shklovsky’s concept, остранение  in original Russian, is usually translated to English 
as either estrangement or defamiliarization . Brecht’s German Verfremdungse f fekt ,  in 
turn, translates  to estrangement, defamiliarization, dis tancing or simply V -effect – 
the oft-quoted “alienation” is ,  in the light of the Marxist cultural theory in which 
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exposure of the artifice of the representation, compelling the audience to perceive 
its quality as representation, rather than simply vision of reality. Acknowledgement 
of the fictionality of the characters and their circumstances, according to Brecht, 
enables a distanced, critical examination of those circumstances instead of empa-
thetic identification with the characters and their experiences. As per Brecht’s theory, 
appeals to the audience’s feelings are not problematic just because they are “merely 
conventional” but because such appeal induces in the audience passive “sleepwalk-
ing” (ibid., 201) – or precisely that absorbing reading trance Keen mentions – and 
therefore must be disrupted by estranging the audience’s perception, to encourage a 
more active and conscious interpretive engagement. By both Shklovskyan and 
Brechtian lines of thinking, then, art engages meaningfully with reality not by simply 
imitating of reflecting it, but by renewing the audience’s perception of it and encour-
aging them to look at it critically. Art is, in short, meant to empower them to see the 
world more clearly and therefore assume agency in changing it (cf. Casey 2012, 114; 
Berman 1988, 16).  

Crucially, for this estrangement in either sense to happen, the audience must be 
jolted awake from its trance with some new and unconventional narrative techniques 
– something that challenges their habitual ways of looking at either their everyday 
reality or the work of fiction. As all new and experimental techniques, of course, will 
become conventional and automatized themselves with time and repetition (see 
Nyqvist 2010, 78), this perceived importance of estranging the audience’s perception 
manifests as an unrelenting need to come up with ever new experimental techniques. 
This “imperative to innovate” became, accordingly, what is typically considered the 
driving force of modernism (McHale 2015, 4), encapsulated by Ezra Pound’s famous 
slogan “Make It New.” On the flipside of this obsession with novelty, as Keen and 
Casey (2012, 114) both note, lies a rejection of conventional or traditional ap-
proaches to storytelling – or the first part of Pettersson’s triple polarization, with 
those traditional approaches being relegated to the domain of “popular fiction” and 
“fantastic genres” and becoming associated with that “unchallenging” reading strat-
egy Keen describes. Set in polar opposition with the modernist notion of fiction 
being supposed to challenge its readers intellectually, the lot of popular culture is to 
be attributed strictly emotional appeal. If literary fiction seeks to wake the reader up, 
then genre fiction must lull them into deeper sleep: all it has to offer, by this line of 

 
Brecht partakes, generally considered a mistranslation. For the sake of clarity,  I use 
the term “estrangement” throughout – both because it  is  probably the most wide-
spread translation these days and  in order to reflect the connectedness of the con-
ceptualizations of Shklovsky, Brecht and, later on in the context of science fiction 
studies, Suvin (1979).   
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thinking, is a pleasurable trance in which the reader is passively absorbed (see Ryan 
2001, 160; Hassler-Forest 2016, 16; cf. Richardson 2016, 386).56 

The modernist valorization of difficult forms and intricate reading strategies for 
their own sake (see Felski 2008, 13) is most readily demonstrated by the fact that 
canonized modernist literature generally does make for relatively complex and diffi-
cult reading; or, as the literary critic Arthur Krystal rather haughtily puts it in The New 
Yorker, “it was written not for people with time on their hands but for those willing 
to put in the time to master it” (2012). Such demanding formal complexity – exem-
plified by devices like the stream-of-consciousness narration in Joyce’s Ulysses and 
the multiple unreliable narrators in William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929) 
– is also quite apparently valorized later on in the 20th century, in many if not most 
works canonized as exemplary of literary postmodernism. By contrast, the genre tra-
ditions developing in the margins of 20th-century literature largely stuck with “old-
fashioned” focus on plots, characters and emotions (see Attebery 1992, 39; Keen 
2007, 61; cf. Meretoja 2014, 1–2) and could therefore be enjoyable – if not necessarily 
to their fullest potential – with relatively little interpretive effort put in by the reader, 
especially one already familiar with the genre in question. This is why Lev Grossman, 
the author of The Magicians, perceives the genre traditions of the 20th century as a 
place where traditional plot devices were “safely stockpiled” while modernist and 
postmodernist writers did little to use or develop them, waiting in the wings for a 
revival of interest in such devices (2012; also Wolfe & Beamer 2011, 141).  

In an especially stark contrast to the modernist aspiration to keep inventing un-
tried narrative techniques, writers of the nascent fantasy genre – including Tolkien 
and Lewis but also the aforementioned retrospectively canonized “proto-fantasists” 
– drew their inspiration from the most traditional forms of storytelling there are: 
myths, legends and folklore (Attebery 2014, 2). This inspiration involves not only 
staple elements like dragons and magic and other trappings of a more “primitive” 
worldview (cf. Wolfe 2011, 5), but also “the formal considerations of these earlier 
narratives” (Casey 2012, 115), such as the archetypical narrative formula conceptu-
alized by Joseph Campbell as the “monomyth” (1973, 30) This age-old story arc, 
where a hero is invited to a quest in a supernatural world, encounters marvelous 
adversities and wins victories there and returns home rewarded for their heroics, 
became a model for countless fantasy quests, from Frodo and Sam’s journey to 
Mount Doom through Harry Potter’s each school year at Hogwarts to the coming-

 
56 It is  worth noting that Brecht himself did not endorse the separation of “so -called 
fine literature” from popular culture; in his view, such elit ist hierarchies “turned 
literary history into a stomping ground of tastes […] from which nobody can learn 
anything” (2003, 90). 
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of-age stories of the young protagonists in Abercrombie’s The Shattered Sea trilogy.57 
The ethos in such reusing of mythic story templates is that there must be something 
in these kinds of stories that is profoundly connected to human existence in and 
perception of the world – some form of “truth” that makes them timelessly relevant 
and therefore recurrent throughout centuries and across different cultures (cf. Tol-
kien 2013, xviii). Attebery has even argued that the best claim of fantasy fiction to a 
cultural importance resides precisely in this reconstitution of mythic texts to modern 
audiences, constantly redefining the relationship between contemporary people and 
ancient stories and “bringing the strange, the magical, the numinous into modern 
life” (2014, 3–4; also Korpua 2015, 18). 

In other words, while the modernist literary mainstream preferred constant pro-
gress and invention – even to the point, as Hutcheon has put it, of “discarding or 
recuperating the past in the name of the future” (1988, 19) – works of fantasy, at 
least on the formal level, took on the work of preserving the past. From the stand-
point of modernist sensibilities, therefore, this preoccupation of fantasy writers with 
traditional and even archetypal forms of storytelling may well appear quaint if not 
downright regressive (see Jameson 2002, 277; Attebery 2014, 41). Tolkien’s work in 
particular – his self-described attempt to create “a body of more or less connected 
legend […] which [he] could dedicate simply to: to England; to my country” (2013, 
xiii–xiv; see Korpua 2015, 116)58 – was dismissed or condemned by many critics as 
an exercise in pointless nostalgia for an imaginary, idealized past (e. g. Jackson 1981, 
9; cf. Jameson 1991, 279–280) motivated at best by a juvenile indulgence (e. g. Eco 
1987, 65; see Wolfe 2011, 8) and at worst by an inherently conservative impulse to 
maintain the prevailing political hegemony (e. g. Jackson 1981, 155; Burling 2009, 
330; see Rayment 2014, 12).59 To exacerbate this impression of stagnation, much of 
the fantasy tradition that developed following The Lord of the Rings may well have 

 
57 This archetypical mythic formula was presented by Campbell in his The Hero with a 
Thousand Faces , a seminal work on comparative mythology first published in 1949. It 
went on to serve, in itself,  as a major source of inspiration for numerous works of 
science fiction and fantasy, the most famous examples being George Lucas’  original  
Star Wars movie trilogy (1977–1983) and Richard Adams’ fantasy novel Watership 
Down  (1972). 
58 Tolkien states this ambition in a 1951 letter to his editor Milton Waldman, pro-
claiming his wish to remedy the lack of stories “bound up with its tongue and soil ”  
he lamented in his home country, noting however that his “crest has long since fallen” 
(2013, xiii ) .  He is often misquoted as attempting to create a mythology for  England 
(see Korpua 2015, 102).  
59 This tendency to judge Tolkien’s work based on its “overwhelming conservatism” 
is ,  according to Hassler-Forest,  particularly typical to the Marxist crit ical trad it ion 
(2016, 28) – somewhat paradoxically since, as he argues, The Lord of  the Rings originally  
achieved its cult status by being “embraced so enthusiastically by anticapitalist and 
antiauthoritarian movements in the 1960s and 1970s” (ibid. ,  33; also Bishop 2015, 
18–19). 
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seemed, from its contemporaneous modernist and postmodernist perspectives, even 
less progressive or innovative than the early canon of the genre. This is because, 
aside from conforming to formal considerations adopted from myths and fairy tales, 
those later works were also written in response to Tolkien’s influence, and while 
many ambitious fantasy authors engaged in inspired dialogue with his work, some 
aspired to little more than copying his pseudo-medieval imagery and narrative for-
mula (see Attebery 2014, 1) – a practice Wolfe has wittily called “literary karaoke” 
(2011, 51).  

Of course, it would be misguided indeed to take the formulaic banality of some 
early fantasy stories as exemplary of the genre as a whole – with few exceptions,60 
those derivative works soon fell into obscurity and none of them currently enjoy 
very high status in the canon of the fantasy tradition. Practically all fantasy stories 
that have stood the test of time participate in the emerging genre in much subtler 
and more constructive ways, contributing new things to the common pool they draw 
from. A good example of this kind of fine-tuning of the tradition is Le Guin’s The 
Earthsea Cycle (1968–2001), which employs well-established genre elements like a 
mapped secondary world, dragons and quest narratives, and also introduces or pop-
ularizes several new ideas that have in their turn become common tropes of fantasy, 
such as wizarding schools and, as I will discuss in the next chapter, names and lan-
guage as the source of magic and basis of reality. Works like this are hardly uncreative 
– yet the very awareness of a shared reference pool in which to participate, as noted 
before, denotes a certain sense of collaboration as an intrinsic feature of any recog-
nizable genre tradition. Accordingly, instead of feeling too much of Harold Bloom’s 
“anxiety of influence” (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 34; Nyqvist 2010, 82), creators of fantasy 
stories usually were, and still are, quite happy to stand on the shoulders of giants (cf. 
Wolfe & Beamer 2011, 184–185). The genre tradition itself is, in this sense, a mani-
festation of that “additive and composite creativity” Suvin attributes to fantasy in 
the passage quoted at the introduction of this part. Such a communal form of crea-
tivity was, however, little understood by literary critics of the heyday of modernism, 
for whom that original, individual expression was a nonnegotiable quality of good 
art (e. g. Halliwell 2002, 14; Nyqvist 2010, 31–32). 

This kind of collective genre-building effort is, in short, antithetical to modernist 
notions of what art is supposed to be or do. However, it can be perceived as a har-
binger of sorts for the postmodernist backlash against those notions, which is influ-
entially and quite gloomily characterized by Jameson as “disappearance of the indi-
vidual subject, along with its formal consequence, the increasing unavailability of the 

 
60 One notable exception is the 1977 novel Sword of  Shannara  by Terry Brooks, which 
was – and still is  – considered entirely derivative of Lord of  the Rings ,  although the 
later installments of the still-ongoing (as of 2021) Shannara series do not share the 
same infamy (see James 2012, 74).  
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personal style” (1991, 16). For Jameson, postmodernism essentially marks an end to 
the creative energy of modernism. As a cultural condition that encompasses all “late 
capitalist” 20th-century culture and media (cf. McHale 2015, 4–5), it is characterized 
by what he conceptualizes as pastiche, a cultural tendency to imitate and recycle ele-
ments from past works instead of creating new forms of expression (see Nyqvist 
2010, 6) – a tendency not unlike the inclination of fantasy for reusing myths. Con-
sidering this development lamentable, Jameson roundly condemns “the random can-
nibalization of all the styles of the past” (1991, 17) as symptomatic of the inability of 
postmodernist culture to come up with means for representing historical reality (see 
Waugh 1984, 10; Nyqvist 2010, 103), instead resorting to superficial play with empty 
signifiers and those nostalgic simulations of an imaginary past for which pseudo-
medieval “Tolkienian” fantasy (see Young 2015, 2) was at the time frequently de-
nounced (e. g. Eco 1987, 65; see Hassler-Forest 2016, 16). From this perspective, 
the self-aware intertextual play that is generally considered a defining feature of post-
modernist literature looks like a turn both backwards and inwards, resulting from 
the inability of stories to refer to anything but other stories. In other words, it is an 
alarming symptom of a developing crisis in the art of representation. 

Echoing Jameson’s more general pessimism, Wolfe in his turn perceives such 
excessive pastiche-creation as an existential threat within genres like fantasy and sci-
ence fiction. As he sees it, “the increasing self-referentiality of many genre texts” 
amounts to “a narrowing of horizons that eventually leads to an accelerating inward 
spiral, resulting in a kind of genre implosion or collapse” (2011, 52). Dearth of inno-
vation is, then, deemed by both the scholar of genre fiction and the critic of post-
modernism to result in ever-diminishing scope of representation, as well as decay of 
artistic forms of expression themselves – and in this respect, excessive self-reference 
within a popular genre tradition like fantasy can be perceived to be in the same sink-
ing boat with similarly self-referential postmodernist literary fiction. It is no wonder, 
therefore, that Jameson also connects this apparent inward spiral to another trend 
he notes with some alarm in postmodernist cultural logic: a blurring of boundaries be-
tween “high culture and so-called mass or commercial culture, and the emergence of 
new kinds of texts infused with the forms, categories, and contents of that very cul-
ture industry so passionately denounced by all the ideologues of the modern” (1991, 
2). As one example of these deplorable forms, he explicitly mentions the fantasy 
novel (ibid., 3) – not, in this case (cf. 2002, 279–280), as a politically suspect “nostal-
gia mode” of writing (see 1991, 20) but as simply one of those kitschy “materials” 
postmodernism is, in his view, unduly fascinated with.  

By this quite widely accepted line of thinking (see McHale 1992, 226), postmod-
ernism itself goes “post” modernism by closing the Great Divide (Huyssen 1986, ix) 
between the literary and the popular. For Jameson (1991, 5) and the Marxist criticism 
of postmodernism he inspired (e. g. Eagleton 1985, 68), this newly perceived lack of 
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distinction between “high” and “low” forms is an alarming symptom of a capitalist 
urge to transform art into consumer goods; in other, more generous accounts, it is 
taken to signal democratization of art via “the formation (or recollection) of a more 
generally shared collective aesthetic code” (Hutcheon 1988, 24). Either way, this in-
clusion of popular art forms into theoretical discussion of postmodernism has led 
some scholars, like Casey, to conclude that “fantasy is itself postmodern” because it 
aligns with postmodernism in challenging the dominant ideologies of modernism 
(2012, 115). This does seem a reasonable position if postmodernism is viewed strictly 
in terms of how it denotes either an abandonment of the high ideals and strong 
values of modernism in favor of ever-progressing commercialization or, if inter-
preted more optimistically, a challenge to the elitist tendencies of modernism with 
legitimization of alternative viewpoints and a more diverse set of ideologies (see 
Hutcheon 1988, 24; Casey 2012, 117).  

This outlook, however, is only one half of the dialectic relation postmodernism 
has with its predecessor. It only takes into account the ways postmodernism breaks 
with modernism and ignores the ways it is continuous with modernism (see Hutcheon 
1988, 18; McHale 2015, 6) – one of those continuities being the enduring marginal-
ization of fantasy, along with most other traditions of genre fiction, from postmod-
ernist literary canon and serious critical consideration. 

1.3. The Postmodernist Carnival: or, Negotiating Borders of the 
Literary 

At the first glance, the canon by which scholars have typically theorized the charac-
teristics of postmodernist fiction seems to little betray any general loss of personal 
style or decay of creative literary forms. In addition to the previously mentioned 
Gravity’s Rainbow – quite possibly the central work if one were to conceive of post-
modernism as a fuzzy set – it includes celebrated novels like Joseph Heller’s Catch-
22 (1961), Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), Kurt Von-
negut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler (1979), 
Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose (1980), Julian Barnes’ Flaubert’s Parrot (1984) and 
Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy (1985–1986).61 By contrast, names that are 

 
61 In the spirit  of Attebery’s experiment at  determining a fuzzy set of fantasy genre, 
this list is  a result of quickly overviewing several academic publications on postmod-
ernism and taking note of which novels get frequent mentions. It is  noteworthy that 
for some reason, as Hutcheon has also observ ed (1988, 16), the literary discussion of 
postmodernism rarely includes women or people of color; it  also usually consists of 
mainly Anglo-American authors, with some Italian postmodernists, Latin -American 
magical realists and participants of  the French nouveau roman  movement mixed in 
(ibid. ,  4; also McHale 2013, 359–360).  
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conspicuously absent from this canon include not only The Lord of the Rings and Sil-
marillion (1977) but also other classics of fantasy genre like Le Guin’s original Earthsea 
trilogy (1968–1972), Richard Adams’ Watership Down (1972) and Michael Ende’s The 
Neverending Story (1979), as well as horror novels like Stephen King’s ’Salem’s Lot 
(1974) and Pet Sematary (1983) – all of which were extremely popular in those 1970s 
and 1980s that are generally considered the peak times of postmodernism (e. g. 
McHale 2015, 62). While science fiction, amongst all popular genres, gets sometimes 
included in theoretical considerations of the poetics of postmodernist literature62 – 
notably by McHale, who argues it “obeys the same underlying principles of ontolog-
ical poetics as postmodernist fiction” (1987, 60) – works that bear too obvious genre 
labels tend to be left out of the equation.  

This omission alone would be reason enough for me to disagree with Casey’s 
notion of fantasy as a “postmodern genre.” It still quite clearly exists as that unoffi-
cial shadow tradition for the period-defining mainstream, offering just as much of 
an alternative for the sensibilities of its contemporaneous postmodernism as it does 
for those of the newly obsolete modernism. Of course, it is true that most if not all 
of the examples of canonical postmodernist literature named above themselves bor-
row conventions from popular culture and imitate styles of genres like science fic-
tion, horror, western and detective story – postmodernist fiction is indeed often 
characterized by playful mixing of different genres, both literary and popular (e. g. 
Hutcheon 1988, 9). In this sense, they arguably do engage in that transgression of 
boundaries between high culture and mass culture that Jameson abhors. As I see it, 
such borrowing across the border between literary and genre fiction is indeed a no-
table way in which postmodernism can be regarded as a response to modernism – if 
for no other reason than the fact that the modernist separation of those domains, 
“the belief in the Great Divide” (Huyssen 1986, viii), is an obligatory precondition 
both for genre fiction as a concept to exist in the first place and for the crossing of 
the boundary between the literary and the popular to be rhetorically meaningful. The 
way postmodernist fiction borrows from genres, in short, makes artistic use of the 
well-established notion of high art and mass entertainment as categorically separate 
cultural spheres; it builds on that triple polarization of Western culture that was put 
firmly in place by modernism.  

In spite of this borrowing between domains, none of the classics of postmodern-
ist literature listed above can in my view be considered genre fiction in any meaning-
ful sense of the term. This is mainly because those canonized works generally lack 

 
62 Conversely, some of the works most often considered exemplary of postmodernist 
poetics are also regarded by fandom institutions as outstanding works of science 
fict ion. For example, Slaughterhouse -Five and Gravity’s  Rainbow were both nominated 
for the Nebula Award for best science fiction novel in 1970 and 1974, respectively, 
and Vonnegut’s novel was also a contender for the Hugo Award.     



94 

that aforementioned “insider” perspective of collaborating in the genre traditions 
from which they borrow. Rather than committing themselves to be part of any genre 
project, they tend to play with conventions of those genres from an outsider stand-
point, appropriating their forms of expression often to a great effect but never com-
pletely unironically (see McHale 1987, 65). Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, 
for example, achieves its iconic “magical realism” by borrowing elements from fairy 
tales and other premodern fantastic stories and juxtaposing them playfully with his-
torical realism, contrasting an archaic fantastic mode with the “real-world” history 
of Latin America (see McHale 1992, 31). In such experimental, self-conscious genre 
mixing, it does not become a true folktale or fantasy novel any more than Eco’s The 
Name of the Rose becomes a detective story just by involving a seemingly typical who-
dunit storyline (see Eco 1985, 54; McHale 1992, 14963). In keeping with modernist 
ideals of originality and novelty, works like these evoke their respective genre tradi-
tions in a way that keeps the traditions themselves at an ironic distance, rather than 
assuming a place within them.  

For literary postmodernist fiction, in other words, popular genres are recognizable 
frames of reference to make rhetorical use of, rather than literary traditions to take part in 
developing. With such an outsider perspective, the appropriated genre itself becomes 
both an estranging device in the Shklovskyan sense, as a means for “experiencing 
the artfulness of an object” through an unexpected form of expression (1965a, 12), 
and subject to the estranging effect in the Brechtian sense, as a narrative structure 
displayed in order to make the distinction between representation and reality visible 
to the audience. This latter sense of estrangement in particular is widely considered 
one of the hallmarks of literary postmodernism, as readily demonstrated by the 
strong association between postmodernist stories and the kinds of metafictional nar-
rative devices that foreground the narratively mediated quality of those stories (see 
Waugh 1984, 22; Hutcheon 1988, 5–6; McHale 1992, 35–36; Richardson 2016, 
394).64 Postmodernism, like modernism, has little use for fiction that merely upholds 
aesthetic illusions of a single and self-evident reality – on the contrary, the emerging 
consciousness of the social reality being “structured by discourses” (Hutcheon 1988, 
7) makes disruption of such illusions more topical than ever. It is precisely what 

 
63 The Name of  the Rose ,  as McHale has compellingly argued (1992, 150–151) is in fact 
quite antithetical to a true detective novel,  not only because, as Eco himself notes  
(1985, 54) , the detective fails in his reasoning and only solves the mystery by accident, 
but also because the faulty logic undermines the basic principle of any detective story 
that rational deduction is an adequate means for solving the mystery. In so doing, it  
also questions the modernist faith in the world becoming knowable for human beings 
via logical reasoning.  
64 It deserves to be noted that even though copious amounts of metareference is a 
quality strongly associated with postmodernism and sometimes even equated with it 
(see Wolf 2011, 9),  metafiction is of course an age-old device of storytelling . 
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prompts postmodernist fiction to rethink mimesis in terms of world-creation, in a way that 
emphasizes the ontological distinction between worlds inside and outside fiction.  

To estrange something, in this sense, is to subject it to critical scrutiny. For such pur-
poses, the appropriation of features of genre fiction is a highly effective device, not 
just because the form – say, a detective story or that Campbellian monomyth – itself 
evokes a strong sense of fictionality, but also because the evocation of a notoriously 
formulaic genre in a literary context, where experimental techniques are more ex-
pected, is liable to give the reader a pause. Appropriation of popular genres, there-
fore, puts the narrative, formal artifice of the postmodernist work of fiction under 
observation at an ironic distance (cf. McHale 1987, 56–57). Of course, such critical 
self-reflection is not foreign to the fantasy genre, either. On the contrary, as with any 
participation in an established literary tradition, fantasy storytelling would hardly be 
possible without perceiving the genre as a (popular-)cultural frame of reference (see 
Kukkonen 2008, 263). Even compared to other popular genres, moreover, conscious 
reflection of its origins and influences is deeply ingrained in the very identity of fan-
tasy fiction which, as noted before, has always been preoccupied with the long his-
tory of storytelling itself. To participate in the fantasy tradition is therefore, quite 
inevitably, to also join in an intertextual conversation about where the genre has 
come from and where it is headed, especially in dialogue with Tolkien’s enduring 
influence and the approach to formulating fantasy stories he popularized. Pratchett 
has probably said it best: 

J.R.R. Tolkien has become a sort of mountain, appearing in all subsequent fantasy in 
the way that Mt. Fuji appears so often in Japanese prints. Sometimes it’s big and up 
close. Sometimes it’s a shape on the horizon. Sometimes it’s not there at all, which 
means that the artist either has made a deliberate decision against the mountain, which 
is interesting in itself, or is in fact standing on Mt. Fuji. (2015, 152) 

The key point in this analogy, in my mind, is that Tolkien’s influence, like Mt. Fuji 
in Japanese prints, tends to be quite deliberately included in or, in some cases, ex-
cluded from works of subsequent fantasy – discounting again, of course, the odd 
oblivious copycat standing right on the mountain – either by the way of homage or 
criticism or something in between (cf. Nyqvist 2010, 115). At the latter end, almost 
as soon as fantasy emerged as an identifiable literary tradition building on Tolkien’s 
work, its participants also began challenging that work and what they perceived as 
its ideological failings from within (see Wolfe 2011, 24; James 2012, 72–75; Young 
2015, 3).  

Two prominent early examples of such internal criticism are Michael Moorcock’s 
series of short stories and novels about Elric of Melniboné (from 1961) and Stephen 
R. Donaldson’s The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, the Unbeliever trilogy (1977–1979), 
both of which, with their eponymous amoral antiheroes and bleak imaginary worlds, 
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were deliberately written as foils for Tolkien’s work and what Moorcock called its 
“comforting lies” (see James 2012, 72). These works are early examples of a grittier, 
ostensibly more “serious” take on fantasy that has in recent years been dubbed 
“grimdark” among the fandom (see Polack 2015, 81; Walter 2015) – an exercise in 
deliberately omitting the mountain, which therefore becomes conspicuous in its ab-
sence. Such a subversive deconstruction of what was perceived by many as Tolkien’s 
naïve heroism, nostalgic idealization of the Middle Ages (see Eco 1987, 65) and 
black-and-white morality was arguably just as formative for fantasy tradition as Tol-
kien’s imitators and admirers were. From the 1990s onwards, this darker and edgier 
flavor of fantasy has in fact become more of a rule than an exception, exemplified 
by hugely popular fantasy epics by contemporary authors like George R. R. Martin, 
Robin Hobb, Mark Lawrence – and Joe Abercrombie. This grittier take on fantasy 
storytelling contrasts so-called Tolkienian fantasy with a more “realistic” or at least 
more cynical view of both human nature and the medieval period (see Carroll 2015, 
60). As such it constitutes, as I see it, a form of ironic self-reflection that is distinct from 
but not completely dissimilar to that present in literary postmodernist takes on pop-
ular genres.  

In one sense, foiling Tolkien’s alleged escapism is no doubt an attempt to legiti-
mize fantasy as a serious form of writing – or, as it were, to negotiate the Great 
Divide from the popular side – by incorporating some of the disillusionment that 
characterizes postmodernism into fantasy stories and settings. After all, reasons 
Mark J. P. Wolf, it should be clear that dark and oppressive fantasy realms “are not 
worlds that someone would want to physically escape to, much less reside in” (Wolf 
2012, 33; also Grossman 2012; Carroll 2015, 72–73). More importantly, however – 
not to mention more successfully – such internal criticism estranges the clichéd im-
age of the genre, at least in that Brechtian sense of the term if not the Shklovskyan 
one: it puts Middle-earth and other such worlds at some degree of ironic distance, 
subject to critical examination and revision. Unlike literary postmodernist appropri-
ation of genre elements, however, this kind of distancing does not quite invoke a 
view of the tradition from a detached outsider perspective. Moorcock and Don-
aldson still obviously affiliate their stories with the fantasy genre, approaching it as insiders 
– and expect the reader to do the same, since their criticism obviously falls flat if the 
one interpreting it is not invested in the genre tradition as well (cf. Kukkonen 2008, 
275). They do not challenge the form of storytelling itself, but rather seek to distance 
it from the ideologies and attitudes it has become conflated with. Instead of giving 
the formal considerations of the tradition the metafictional treatment that exposes 
their artifice as narrative devices, these genre-conscious fantasy stories employ those 
devices in order to rethink the stories they can be used to tell (also Attebery 1992, 53).  

The “grimdark” backlash against the worldview encapsulated by Tolkien and his 
followers, in short, does not constitute a departure from the tradition but a 
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reformation of sorts: a constructive rethink of the forms of expression available to 
the genre and, as such, a critical contribution to the collective project. A similar sense 
of participation is also present in another, more overtly genre-conscious form of self-
reflection that fantasy has long been taking: fond parodies of the genre, the most 
iconic and well-regarded example of which must be Pratchett’s Discworld series 
(1983–2015). Like any parody, as per Hutcheon (1988, 35), Pratchett’s absurdist ap-
proach to building a fantasy world out of clichés, intertextual allusions and well-worn 
formulas distances both that world and the genre tradition in which it partakes in a 
way that enables that Brechtian detached outlook to them as matter of artful expres-
sion. Despite this estranged perspective, though, the sheer ridiculousness of 
Discworld – its flat shape, its abundance of bumbling wizards and its weird internal 
logic ruled by narrative causality – does not come across as ironic deconstruction of 
the genre’s foibles. Rather, it amounts to an examination of the expressive potential 
of conventional fantasy tropes in an exaggerated form; as I will demonstrate in the 
next chapter, the conspicuous artifice of Discworld self-reflectively illustrates the 
entanglements of storytelling and world-creation at the heart of fantasy storytelling, 
making tangibly literal sense of the idea of a world that is constructed in such story-
telling. What is more, like the anti-Tolkienian fantasy of Moorcock and Donaldson, 
Pratchett’s parody – most clearly in the early Discworld novels – is aimed at the fan-
dom, its humor relying on the skillful audience’s familiarity with and fondness of the 
genre. 

In contrast to such constructive amendments to the tradition from the inside, 
literary postmodernist usage of genre elements and styles still has that air of fully 
estranged ironic detachment favored by modernists. The appropriated genre in post-
modernist fiction tends to be either deconstructed in some way – like The Name of the 
Rose does with the detective story – or put in brackets, like the metafictional “Chinese 
box” framing (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 45; McHale 1992, 155; Huber 2014, 48) of Cal-
vino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler does to the various genres parodied in the novel, 
embedding them in the narrative as approaches to the process of reading Calvino’s 
book itself. Such an outsider approach to recalling popular genres, however harshly 
it might be censured by Jameson and like-minded critics, has nothing to do with any 
subjugation of personal style for a collective recycling of past ones, as far as I can 
tell. On the contrary, it still experiments with “new” forms of expression – that is, 
forms that appear new again to the domain of the literary, dug up as they are from 
that long-ignored stockpile of old-fashioned literary devices stashed in the realm of 
the popular (Grossman 2012). Playing with these second-hand tropes and formulas 
amounts to a break from some of the constraining elitism of modernism while still 
being continuous with its imperative to experiment and innovate, or as Hutcheon 
puts it, constitutes “a liberating challenge to a definition of subjectivity and creativity 
that has for too long ignored the role of history in art” (1988, 11).  
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Appropriation of genre elements is, by this line of thinking, both a stylistic state-
ment against modernist norms and a long-overdue acknowledgement of art being 
built on older art. As a challenge to old notions of originality, however, this redefini-
tion of creativity does not seem to extend as far as actually recognizing the collabo-
rative spirit of genre fiction as a legitimate artistic practice. Those openly affiliating 
their work with a popular tradition, like Moorcock, Donaldson and Pratchett, are 
still consigned to the realm of dragons at the fringes of the literary map, rarely given 
a closer look in theories of postmodernist literature. In acknowledgement of this, it 
is also worth noting that the lines canonical postmodernism crosses between styles 
of literary and genre fiction are heavily conflated, in most theory if not in all those 
works, with those between good and bad art, to put it bluntly. Even critics who chal-
lenge Jameson’s bleak view of these transgressions (e. g. Hutcheon 1988, 9; 
McRobbie 1994, 3–4; McHale 2012, 143) tend to focus on the divide between con-
notations of highness and lowness associated with literary and popular forms rather 
than their different forms of expression per se. In fact, given that the Great Divide 
between high and low cultural domains is supposedly “closed” by postmodernism 
(Hutcheon 1988, 44), it is truly remarkable how capable critics like Jameson and 
Hutcheon still are to point out exactly where it lies. In theories of postmodernism 
and popular culture in general, this essentialist, unquestioned line is drawn in a sim-
ilar manner time and time again, constructed and reconstructed as part of the story 
of postmodernism itself (cf. McHale 1992, 226). 

Perceived this way, postmodernist appropriation of popular genres is not just an 
exercise in playing with different narrative forms or stylistic registers, but also con-
notes a carnivalesque impulse to mix high and low, to break the rules and violate good 
taste – or rather, what those elitist modernists would have considered good taste. In 
such playful transgression of previously accepted boundaries, some scholars have 
detected an anti-elitist pursuit; as Hutcheon sees it, for example, it is motivated by a 
desire for more democratized, inclusive conception of art with wider mass appeal 
(1988, 51). “Postmodernism,” she states, “is both academic and popular, elitist and 
accessible,” and closes the gap between high and low artforms by “ironizing” them 
both (ibid., 44). In other words, by this rather generous line of thinking, what bears 
the brunt of irony in the postmodernist mixing of the literary and the popular is not 
the long-maligned mass culture but, conversely, the very exclusiveness of the mod-
ernist literary establishment and its bourgeois institutions (cf. Jameson 1991, 2). 
Whether questioning the modernist flavor of literary elitism really amounts to an 
anti-elitist statement, however, is in my view debatable to say the least – especially 
given that making that statement depends on perpetuating the connotations of low-
ness associated with popular culture. 

What makes this claim even more dubious, in the field of literature at the very 
least, is the fact that for all their play with popular genres, many celebrated 
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postmodernist novels – canonized, it should be noted, by those same bourgeois in-
stitutions supposedly under attack by the postmodernist carnival, namely academics, 
professional reviewers and prize committees – make for no easier reading than mod-
ernist fiction. Pynchon’s notoriously labyrinthine works may be fun but they can 
hardly be called “accessible” (see Björninen 2018, 15–16); The Name of the Rose is 
unlikely to satisfy a reader who expects a murder mystery in a period setting.65 That 
absorbing, unchallenging “reading trance” Keen deems lost with the advent of 
modernism is rarely a viable reading strategy for postmodernist literature either: 
tropes, archetypes and narrative formulas it borrows from popular genres are not 
typically meant to make the plots easier for the reader to follow, the characters easier 
to relate with or the imaginary worlds easier to comprehend (also McLaughlin 2012, 
212–213). Instead, the pervasively metafictional manner of using popular cultural 
elements makes those elements serve as allusions to a vast pool of reference texts, 
making the typical work of literary postmodernism a complex, multifaceted textual 
riddle that deliberately frustrates any attempts at “easy” interpretation or simple 
pleasure reading (see McHale 1992, 150; cf. Keen 2020, 2). Such formal complexity 
is in itself, as noted before, one of the continuities between modernism and post-
modernism – with the latter arguably “adopting an even more frantic pace of inno-
vation and obsolescence” (McHale 2015, 4) and being less inclined than ever to ex-
press anything conventional or “already said” without ironic scare quotes (see Eco 
1985, 67; Hutcheon 1988, 39). 

In conclusion, for all the reasons above, I actually find it questionable if the oft-
repeated notion of blurring boundaries between the literary and popular cultural do-
mains is an accurate description of the postmodernist break from modernism at all. 
I am instead inclined to agree with McHale’s assessment that “the myth of the col-
lapse of hierarchical distinctions in postmodern culture is just that, a myth” (1992, 
226) – and to add that the divide between high and popular cultural spheres endures 
not only, like he sees it, on the level of the respective institutions for production, 
distribution and consumption of literary and popular fiction (ibid.) but also within 
the poetics of postmodernist literature. This is because the crossing of those bound-
aries between domains is itself, to reiterate, a meaningful rhetorical device for such 
fiction: whatever it borrows from the other side of the borders of the literary, the act 
of reaching across those borders is of at least equal significance to whatever actually 
gets borrowed. Therefore, these borders between literary and popular domains are 

 
65 The Name of  the Rose is,  of course, one of the best-selling books ever published, with 
over 50 million copies sold – its best-seller status is actually cited by Hutcheon as 
evidence of postmodernism having a popular side (1988, 44; also McHale 2012, 142 –
143). Eco himself,  however, appears to be quite puzzled about his novel’s commercial 
success, as he has reflected at some length on his attempt “to figure out why the 
book was being read by people who surely could not like such ‘cult ivated’ books” 
(1985, 39). 
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not really disputed in literary postmodernism, let alone theory of the same, but rather 
highlighted and reinforced by constant negotiation – and the works that get canonized as 
exemplary of postmodernist poetics, however much they might play at crossing 
those borders, ultimately fall on the literary side.  

Pettersson’s triple polarization – or Huyssen’s “Great Divide” – is, in other 
words, still strongly in evidence in both postmodernist literary canon and cultural 
debate. As Pettersson (2016, 64) himself notes, the separation of the corresponding 
spheres of experimental and traditional, serious and popular, mainstream and genre 
fiction, is only noticeably on the wane from his 21st-century viewpoint – and it does 
seem to me that in the last few decades, the Great Divide between high and low 
culture has been bridged somewhat at last. Ishiguro’s The Buried Giant, for example, 
seems to be a truly ambiguous piece of fiction that belongs equally among contem-
porary high culture and the realm of dragons – indicating, perhaps, that the latter 
may yet become mapped as part of the former. While the Nobel-winning author’s 
novel is usually shelved in libraries and bookstores among “general fiction,” it was 
at the time of publication discussed in media as a fantasy novel: “Game of Thrones with 
a conscience, The Sword in the Stone for the age of the trauma industry” (Preston 2015) 
that “wanders unabashedly into George R.R. Martin and Tolkien territory” (Alter, 
A. 2015). Jemisin’s The Broken Earth trilogy has quite successfully bridged the divide 
as well, becoming a critical darling of mainstream media despite being obviously and 
unapologetically a work of epic fantasy – and for neither her work nor Ishiguro’s 
does the latter perception appear incompatible with the former.  

In general, in the light of the huge following attracted by works like Game of 
Thrones, the Harry Potter phenomenon in young-adult fiction and the renaissance of 
Tolkien’s work following Peter Jackson’s movie adaptation, it would seem a reason-
able claim to make that fantasy storytelling has well and truly entered the cultural 
mainstream during the early decades of the 21st century. Wolfe certainly thinks so: 
he has declared that “[f]antasy is evaporating,” suggesting that the genre has grown 
so diverse and ubiquitous in the early 21st century as to seem “a central part of the 
fabric of contemporary culture,” its difference from the literary mainstream increas-
ingly blurred and uncertain (2011, 50–51). This does ring true to me to the point that 
the connotations of “lowness” and counter-cultural marginality attached to the fan-
tasy genre are becoming increasingly contentious (also Lanzendörfer 2016, 8–9). 
There also is indeed a prominent tendency in early 21st-century literary fiction to 
borrow conventional narrative devices from popular genres in a way that, as Huber 
notes, does not evoke that ironic, carnivalesque transgression of boundaries between 
high and low culture, but instead experiments with the expressive affordances of 
those genres to explore different ways of fiction to communicate meaning, especially 
in the wake of the postmodernist irony (2014, 218; also van den Akker & Vermeulen 
2017, 10). Huber’s examples of such fiction include works of genre conscious 
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contemporary fiction like Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000), Michael Cha-
bon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000), David Mitchell’s number9dream 
(2001) and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything is Illuminated (2002). 

Yet despite the genre slowly gaining prestige and increasingly influencing more 
mainstream literary fiction, the divide between fantasy and literary fiction still re-
mains, for now at least. Fantasy storytelling is still clearly identifiable as a popular 
tradition, and its encounters with the literary side of the Great Divide are still note-
worthy when they happen, as the somewhat bewildered critical reception of Ishi-
guro’s novel readily demonstrates. James Wood of The New Yorker, for example, 
wondered why a subtle writer like Ishiguro would turn to a form that “exists to lit-
eralize and simplify,” although he also expressed grudging admiration for “a writer 
who so courageously pleases himself, who writes so eccentrically against the norms” 
(2015). The Buried Giant also sparked a lively media debate, attended to by both main-
stream critics and fantasy and science fiction authors, over the classification of the 
novel and the boundaries of genre fiction in general, and whether or not those 
boundaries are disappearing. The abovementioned Mitchell, for example, hailed it as 
a sign of fantasy losing its old, stigmatizing associations with Tolkienian stereotypes 
(In Alter, A. 2015). Ishiguro himself weighed in in that discussion by stating that, in 
his view, “genre rules should be porous, if not nonexistent” and observing that “any 
stigma around sci-fi and fantasy is fading” (In Cain 2015). 

The hierarchic distinctions between high and low culture are thus, as it seems, 
indeed becoming more contentious, and crossings of the Great Divide are therefore 
less tangled up with questions of literary merit – and on both the literary and the 
popular side of the divide, there generally appears to be little regret over this devel-
opment. However, the idea that genre fiction is or should be outright merging with 
literary fiction in this climate is not so enthusiastically embraced by everyone, within 
the fandom or without. Grossman, for example, has stated that in his opinion, these 
opposing sides of the divide “have their own generic identies [sic], their own distinct 
sets of conventions, and to smoosh them together would be to sacrifice some of our 
precious literary biodiversity” (2012). As noted before in this chapter, Le Guin and 
Pratchett also tend to emphasize their own status as fantasy authors, and as such the 
distinct identity for the genre, precisely in opposition to the idea that any mainstream 
prestige of fantasy fiction marks disappearance of that identity. In the line of thinking 
where the waning of genre-based value judgements amounts to a waning of the genre 
itself, after all, fantasy can only exist as long as it is perceived hierarchically lower to 
mainstream or literary fiction – exactly the position rejected by Le Guin, Pratchett 
and Grossman alike. Even aside from that conflation of genre fiction and low cul-
ture, and the opposition thereof, genre labels as highly useful marketing categories 
are not likely to go away anytime soon (see Le Guin 2019, 12). Neither, of course, is 
the fandom identity and sense of community that keeps bringing authors, critics and 
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readers of fantasy and science fiction together – even if what Suzanne Click and 
Melissa A. Scott call “our current ‘peak geek’ media landscape” does raise some 
questions about what it exactly means to be a member of a popular-cultural fandom 
these days (2018, 1).  

Only time will tell if the Great Divide truly is on its way to closing fully – at the 
time of writing this, Wolfe’s bold assessment of fantasy “evaporating” still seems 
very premature. To gain a clearer picture of possible reasons behind the 20th-century 
cult following and the 21st-century mass appeal of fantasy fiction – reasons to which 
I have only alluded so far – I will next take a closer look at the crisis of representation 
and the distinct yet related ways in which both literary postmodernism and its con-
temporaneous fantasy tradition respond to it. This crisis, as I suggested in the intro-
duction of this study, is a major legacy of postmodernism that continues to this day. 
With the conception of what constitutes reality becoming increasingly questionable 
and the world-creating power of narrative duly recognized, fiction of the latter half 
of the 20th century turns to rethink the very relationship between stories and reality: 
postmodernist fiction by denying “the possibility of ontological grounding” (McHale 
1987, 27), fantasy by creating imaginary ontologies in which to ground itself.  
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2. LET’S BUILD SOME WORLDS: FANTASY, 
POSTMODERNISM, AND THE 
IRREPRESENTABLE REALITY 

For modernists, the usual tale goes, the world was there for human intellect to ex-
amine and make sense of: an empirically observable entity that could be grasped by 
sound reasoning and represented accurately via semiotic systems (e. g. Scholes 1975, 
6–7; Greene 1994, 208). The story of the Western civilization, as per the modernist 
master narratives conceptualized by Lyotard (1984, xxiv), was one of constant pro-
gress where the enlightened, rational human subject masters the world with their 
knowledge, headed towards a utopian future (see Scholes 1975, 42; Corsa 2018, 258–
259). Such high hopes were then quite brutally cast in doubt, with the horrors of 
mechanized warfare, the Holocaust and an apparently imminent threat of total nu-
clear annihilation swiftly disabusing people of the notion that human ingenuity can 
or even deserves to triumph after all (see Gare 1995, 4). This disappointment with 
the perceived failings of the totalizing modernist ideals and utopias (see Hutcheon 
1988, 25; Meretoja 2014, 16; Martin 2019, 202) then gave rise to the altogether more 
cynical postmodernism. The old master narratives, which authorized the belief in a 
singular and knowable true reality, were scorned as mere myths (cf. Attebery 2014, 
2) – consolatory illusions that present their interpretations of reality as “natural” and 
“eternal” when in fact they are themselves complicit in imposing ideologically moti-
vated meaning on that reality (see Waugh 1984, 22; Hutcheon 2002, 10; Berlatsky 
2011, 15). Fundamentally, humanly perceivable reality itself was reconceptualized, as 
per Saussurean structural linguistics and Derrida’s philosophy of deconstruction, as 
a language-based construction.   

The irreverence of postmodernist literature towards the aesthetic principles of 
modernism – exemplified by the already discussed transgression of the hierarchies 
between high and low culture – is by this line of thinking conceivable as a manifes-
tation of the postmodernist disillusionment with the modernist notions of art as a 
response to reality. While the modernist rethinking of mimesis focused on ways art 
can enable audiences to engage with the social reality in a rational manner, postmod-
ernist fiction in turn seeks to expose the narratively mediated and man-made [sic] 
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quality of that reality.66 Hutcheon sums up this “project of postmodernism” as “[t]he 
challenging of certainty, the asking of questions, the revealing of fiction-making 
where we might once have accepted the existence of some absolute ‘truth’” (1988, 
48). History in particular, according to her, is problematized as a human narrative 
built to serve the present human needs, rather than being impartial reference to past 
events. In such recognition of narrative mediation or reality, the old totalizing master 
narratives are discredited and, as Lyotard notes, replaced by self-referential “little 
narratives” that legitimize themselves as forms of knowledge by recognizing their 
own complicity in creating that knowledge rather than discovering it (1984, 23; also 
Hutcheon 1988, 92; see McHale 1992, 19–20) – for example, history narratives, fic-
tional or not, which reflect on their own quality as stories. This does not mean, 
Hutcheon stresses in retort to Jameson, Baudrillard and others, that postmodernism 
effaces the past, “leaving us with nothing but texts” (Jameson 1991, 18) and in so 
doing erodes the sense of history or makes reference to reality obsolete – it just 
challenges the previous notions of what either history or reference actually are by 
foregrounding both as matter of discourse (1988, 46; also Waugh 1984, 30; Greene 
2007, 207; see Hyvärinen 2010, 74).  

All the same, this questioning of previously accepted notions of how the world is 
made knowable leads to a fundamental reconsideration of the relations between sto-
ries and reality – the crisis of representation (see Greene 1994, 206; Nyqvist 2010, 
103; Isomaa et al. 2012, xvi). Even if, as Hutcheon claims, the idea of storytelling 
being able to refer to reality is not thought obsolete per se, the simplistic notion of 
fiction imitating a pregiven reality certainly is. This obsolescence of old, realist no-
tions of mimesis is of course not a postmodernist invention per se, as both Shklov-
sky’s and Brecht’s conceptualizations of estrangement demonstrate: both the diffi-
cult artful form and the breaking of the fourth wall are supposed to undermine the 
conventional realist illusion that the audience is engaging with real-world events in-
stead of art. However, while modernist fiction emphasizes the hierarchic difference 
between reality and its representation, postmodernism questions which even comes first, 
raising doubt as to whether the very notion of representation is actually illusory. As 
I mentioned in the introduction of this part of my study, such mistrust of represen-
tation is taken by some scholars – like Jameson (1991, 35), Baudrillard (1988, 166–
167) and Eco (1987, 42–43) – as a sign of reality itself becoming replaced by its 
representation, a simulacrum or a hyperreality, a copy without reference to the orig-
inal. Others, like Hutcheon, dismiss such concerns as “apocalyptic wailing” (1988, 

 
66 Many more sympathetic scholars of postmodernism  view its project as  concurred 
with and influenced by its contemporaneous feminist theory.  Hutcheon for example, 
sees the postmodernist deconstruction of modernist structures of thinking as a chal-
lenge to white, straight and male hegemony , stating that  “it has been (American) black 
and (general) feminist theory and practice that have been particularly important in 
this postmodernist refocusing on historicity ” (1988, 16) . 
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3) and argue that growing awareness of the limits of “innocent” transparent repre-
sentation is a salutary development, marking a much-needed acknowledgement that 
the so-called reality has always been mediated by stories and that those stories have 
always had ulterior motives (1988, 90–91).  

Postmodernism, then, by these contrasting notions, either turns the world we 
inhabit into a mirror maze of illusions or reveals that it has been that way all along. 
On the one hand, then, this crisis of representation may be seen as one feature of 
the era Eco has dubbed “an age of lost innocence” (1985, 67; also Hutcheon 1988, 
90; James 2011, 494–495) – an age where, mindful of the way our experience of the 
world is mediated by textuality, we become unable to discuss that experience without 
simultaneously acknowledging the textuality, effectively bracketing the experience 
itself in ironic quotation marks (also Hutcheon 2002, 1). This sense of mediation ties 
in with the awareness that to narrativize reality is to fictionalize it, at least to some degree 
(see McHale 1987, 10): any attempt to organize the world by a narrative assigns that 
world meaning according to the storyteller’s design. As such, it constructs a simpli-
fied artificial version of reality (cf. Hume 1984, 121) to serve as an observable stand-
in for the ultimately ineffable non-fictional one – or, as McHale puts it: 

We suspect […] that while there may well be somewhere a “world” underlying all our 
disparate versions of it, that world is finally inaccessible, and all we have are the ver-
sions; but that hardly matters, since it is only the versions that are of any use to us 
anyway, and the putative world-before-all-versions is, as [Richard] Rorty (1982) says, 
“well lost.” (1992, 4–5) 

McHale connects this perceived loss of the non-mediated “true” world to the late 
20th-century narrative turn in humanities and social sciences, reflecting on the project 
of theorizing postmodernism itself as a questionable attempt to formulate a neat 
master narrative of late 20th-century cultural history. He concludes that instead of 
claiming any universal truth value for their argument, constructions of postmodern-
ism should openly admit their effort to merely “tell as good a story as possible,” and 
be accordingly evaluated by their merits as stories (ibid., 6; cf. Jameson 1991, 12; 
Meretoja & Davis 2018, 8). By this markedly postmodernist logic, narrative form not 
only constructs its own world but also, if left unchecked, presumes to impose sense 
and order to the world outside itself (see Meretoja 2014, 17) – becoming potentially 
complicit in manipulating the understanding of “consensus reality” (see Hume 1984, 
21; Hutcheon 1988, 7) by which we navigate our daily lives. Stories, in this Foucauld-
ian line of thinking, are powerful and potentially dangerous. They are the means by which 
the world becomes knowable and comprehensible, and by which humanly accessible 
and relevant versions of the world are configured (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 162; see Mere-
toja 2014, 18). 
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On the other hand, the crisis of representation can be conceived of as a result of 
the late 20th-century world itself becoming increasingly complex and difficult to rep-
resent (see Waugh 1984, 6; Boxall 2013, 17). Some scholars, notably Hutcheon (1988, 
57–58), scoff at this notion, deeming it ahistorical – and a proclamation that the 
weirdness of postmodernist fiction reflects the unprecedentedly bizarre realities of 
postmodern life would indeed be a matter of speculation, although not necessarily 
any worse a story for that. That being said, it can also hardly be denied that the issues 
troubling late 20th-century world and fiction – the war trauma, the globalizing world, 
the menace of nuclear apocalypse, the environmental destruction and, towards the 
end of the century, the looming climate disaster – do pose considerable challenges 
to conventional forms of representation. They are what the science fiction scholar 
Seo-Young Chu has conceptualized as “cognitively estranging referents,” that is, ob-
jects that are too huge, too abstract, too complex, or too far removed from everyday 
experience to be available for representation, and can only be discussed via meta-
phoric language (2010, 10–11; cf. Ricoeur 1984, 80). Chu argues that the “everyday 
reality” people face in their lives is increasingly constituted by such referents in the 
globalizing and technologically advancing world (2010, 80–81; also Gomel 2014b, 
52); McHale also makes note of the elusiveness of the topical subjects of postmod-
ernist fiction, asking, “how do we go about representing what seems to lie beyond 
the scope of our forms of representation? How do we express the inexpressible?” 
(1992, 160; also Berlatsky 2011, 150–15167).  

These two aspects of the crisis of representation are of course intertwined – and 
with the awareness of discursive and narrative mediation of reality comes the im-
pression that the world itself, as a true, knowable whole, has become one of those 
referents that elude representation. That supposedly monolithic reality is, after all, 
what those universalizing myths and master narratives are designed to prop up; when 
they fail, it fails with them (see Lyotard 1984, 77). Any singular, “true” version of 
reality cannot be within the grasp of storytelling, so worlds presented in narrative 
fictions are not credible anymore as reflections of some pre-existing actual world; 
they are instead taken for simulated artificial realms that are projected or constructed by 
the fiction (see Greene 1994, 212–213). This shift in the perceived ontological status 
of the worlds inside fictions in relation to that outside them is what prompts Scholes 
to declare that there is no mimesis anymore but only poiesis (1975, 7) – that reflec-
tion or imitation of reality in art has become obsolete, even if the concept of reality 

 
67 As an example of such elusive referent, McHale gives apocalypse; Eric L. Berlatsky, 
in his turn, discusses the Holocaust as “that which must be remembered and repre-
sented if we are to prevent its repetit ion, just as it  is  archetypically that which cannot  
be represented or recovered” (2011, 151; also Isomaa et al.  2012, x).  More recently, 
ecocrit ical scholars have discussed climate change in similar terms; Juha Raipola, for 
one, has characterized complex planetary -scale systems involved in ecological de-
struction as “unnarratable matter” (2019b).  
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itself has not (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 229; Greene 1994, 207). From this perceived in-
accessibility of the real stem the basic postmodernist tenets of the impossibility of 
any certain knowledge and the instability of any given meaning (Casey 2012, also 
Huber 2014, 15) – as well as endless subjectivism, relativism as to what constitutes 
“truth” (see Meretoja 2014, 13) and an obsession with the very concept of “world,” 
redefined “as a construction, an artifice, a web of interdependent semiotic systems” 
(Waugh 1984, 7).  

As an answer to the question of what is to be done with such an irrepresentable 
world, Hume has offered “fantastic” modes of writing which, as I noted in the in-
troduction, connote in her usage an artistic desire to alter the conditions of reality 
rather than imitate them (1984, 20–21). According to her, “the demythologized 
world, shorn of both divine and demonic, [is] not entirely true to human experience” 
(ibid., 43; also Attebery 1992, 27–28) – and that to represent the facets of that expe-
rience which are not within the scope of “realistic” forms of expression and the post-
Enlightenment worldview they espouse, fiction needs to turn to the fantastic. This 
notion is similar to Chu’s, who argues that fantastic fiction68 renders otherwise elu-
sive referents available for representation by consolidating “lyric figures” into “on-
tological features of imaginary worlds” (2010, 11); the purpose of such fiction, then, 
is to expand the reader’s perception of the world beyond the ordinary, bringing 
things that elude everyday cognition within comprehension and allowing the reader 
to “give a name to the unnameable” (Hume 1984, 94). It also recalls, in my mind, 
Attebery’s assertion that the cultural work fantasy performs lies in its capability to 
bring the magical and the numinous back into modern life (2014, 3–4; also Martin 
2019, 209–210). Of course, in Hume and Chu’s conceptions this work is carried out 
not only by fantasy fiction but basically any kind of fiction that is not strictly imitative 
of the outside world in its aspirations, including most literary fiction in modernist 
and postmodernist canons – indeed any form of mimesis that challenges the con-
ventions of literary realism and the accompanying conceit of fiction being able to 
objectively reflect the world outside itself.  

The impulse to defy the notion that art can or should aspire to imitate reality, 
then, is a tendency fantasy fiction shares with its literary counterparts across the 
Great Divide – on both sides of that divide, late 20th-century stories seek strategies 

 
68 Chu actually uses the term “science fiction” to denote such fiction; however, in her 
rather unusual usage of the term, basically any degree of separation from “realist ic” 
imitation of reality – that is ,  any representation of cognitively estranging referents – 
makes for science fiction, which essentially expands the category to cover all sorts of 
fiction. She considers fantasy to be a variety of science fiction (2010, 5),  and even 
argues that what “most people” would  call realism “is actually a ‘weak’ or low -inten-
sity variety of science fiction” (ibid. ,  7).  As this definit ion of the term is quite in-
compatible with my own usage of the concepts of science fiction and fantasy, I find 
it  prudent to eliminate any confusion  by avoiding it  in my references to Chu’s theory.  
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for coming to terms with an increasingly irrepresentable world. Accordingly, as I noted in the 
introduction, both postmodernist fiction and fantasy are often deemed non-mimetic 
or even anti-mimetic forms of storytelling, the former because its “unnatural” met-
afictional foregrounding of narrative structures disrupts any aesthetic illusion of a 
coherent reality (Richardson 2016, 389; also Alber et al. 2018, 452), the latter either 
because its supernatural elements supposedly make it ill-suited to represent any “real-
world” concerns (e. g. Trebicki 2015, 2–4; Suvin 2016a, 21) or because it employs an 
aesthetic impulse that is directly antithetical to imitation of reality (e. g. Hume 1984, 
20; Klimek 2011, 77; Huber 2014, 48; see Chu 2010, 2). These kinds of fiction, the 
thinking goes, operate beyond or counter to mimesis either by inviting their readers 
to engage with things that are obviously not real or, in the case of more overt post-
modernist metafiction, because they undermine the very idea that representing reality 
in fiction is even possible (see Richardson 2016, 386). Both, as I will argue shortly, 
foreground the artifice of the imaginary worlds they project, and in so doing engage 
in the sort of ontological questioning that McHale deems the dominant concern of 
postmodernism (1987, 10; 1992, 247): questions like, what kind of world is this? How 
does it work? How was it made, and by whom, and why? Are there other worlds, 
and if so, how does this one relate to those? What is the correlation between any 
given world inside fiction and the one outside – or is there one?  

It is prudent to reiterate before continuing that the notion of such ontological 
inquiry making either fantasy or postmodernist fiction anti-mimetic is based on quite 
a simplistic definition of mimesis as imitation or reflection of reality. Hume’s con-
ception of the fantastic mode as the polar opposite of the mimetic endorses this 
definition; so does Chu’s usage of the concept (see 2010, 2), as well as Scholes’ notion 
that there can be no mimesis in fiction anymore. As I established in the introduction 
of this study, I agree with Halliwell’s argument (2002, 13) that this definition of mi-
mesis, standard as it may be, is deeply flawed – and that if the concept is to have any 
use other than signifying a mostly theoretical realist ideal to which most fiction ever 
written does not even aspire (cf. Bernaerts & Richardson 2018, 525; see Pettersson 
2016, 42–43), it needs to be rethought in literary theory in a way that takes into 
account the complexities in the relationship between fiction and world-making, and 
narrative and representation (e. g. Isomaa et al. 2012, xiii).69 The ontological poetics of 
fantasy and postmodernism I discuss next are, as I see them, indicative of the same task 
of rethinking mimesis being undertaken in the field of literature – as on both sides 
of the Great Divide, storytellers reimagine the relationship between fiction and 

 
69 As Pettersson has noted, a dichotomous view of mimetic fiction as imitation of 
nature and “unnatural” or “fantastic” fiction as anti-mimetic is especially prevalent 
in scholarly works that are not particu larly interested in the concept of mimesis itself, 
or real ist ic mode of representation in general  (2016, 43) – which, no doubt, goes a 
long way to explain the strawman feel of the usual usage of the concept.  



109 

reality in terms of a world-simulating or creative activity, rather than taking it for 
granted as a simple hierarchic matter of the former reflecting the latter.  

2.1. World-Construction vs Deconstruction: Ontological Poetics 
of Fantasy and Postmodernism 

Probably every writer making a secondary world, a fantasy, every sub-creator, wishes 
in some measure to be a real maker, or hopes that he is drawing on reality: hopes that 
the peculiar quality of this secondary world (if not all the details) are derived from 
Reality, or are flowing into it. If he indeed achieves a quality that can be fairly de-
scribed by the dictionary definition: “inner consistency of reality,” it is difficult to 
conceive how this can be, if the work does not in some way partake of reality. (Tolkien 
2006, 155) 

In his “On Fairy-Stories” essay, Tolkien lays out the artistic principles that have be-
come some of the most influential tenets of writing fantasy fiction: that the art of 
writing such fiction is one of “sub-creation,” that is, a world-creating activity rather 
than a matter of reflecting a pregiven reality (ibid., 122); that such art of creation, 
when “successful,” produces a secondary world in which the reader’s mind can “en-
ter” and which they experience as “true” while they remain “inside” it (ibid., 132); 
and that such travels in imaginary realms offer the reader a chance to recover a 
clearer vision of their everyday reality “freed from the drab blur of triteness or fa-
miliarity” (ibid., 146; cf. Shklovsky 1965a, 12). In Tolkien’s own fiction, these prin-
ciples can be observed in action. The Lord of the Rings, and particularly its posthu-
mously published prequel The Silmarillion, present a meticulously detailed vision of 
another world, with a wide array of imaginary places, beings, languages, histories and 
mythologies crafted to create an impression of a whole alternative reality with its 
own peculiar yet graspable internal logic, there for the reader to discover. Such ex-
ercises in world-making became, as noted before, a standard practice in fantasy sto-
rytelling following Tolkien, leading many authors and scholars  of the genre (e. g. 
Wolf 2012, 29; Ekman & Taylor 2016, 8) to think of fantasy worlds very literally as 
imaginary places which pre-exist stories that “happen” therein. Author China 
Miéville has even remarked that the idea of world-building dominates fantasy writing 
to the point where “millions of women and men draw millions of maps, and write 
millions of histories, inventing worlds in which, perhaps, eventually, a few will set 
stories” (2009). 

As Hassler-Forest has noted, Tolkien’s popular appeal seems to attest to his suc-
cess in achieving that “inner consistency of reality” in his world-building effort. “Par-
adoxically,” he muses, “this fantastic world of invented languages and imaginary be-
ings is experienced by many readers as more ‘real’ than our own postmodernist 
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condition in which the human subject struggles to find clear and tangible meaning” 
(2016, 31). Casey has noted the same: he sees fantasy worlds as one form of “post-
modern hyperreality” (2012, 119), in the sense that they are versions of reality de-
signed to feel more real than actual reality ever could (cf. Baudrillard 1988; Eco 1987, 
35). Tolkien’s thinking quoted in the epigraph indeed embraces a notion that alt-
hough a secondary world is not intended to reflect the external, in Tolkien’s terms 
“primary” (2006, 139) world as such, it should ideally resemble that world in “qual-
ity” (also Wolf 2012, 37). The sub-creator’s art after all, in his fairly romanticist view, 
aspires to imitate that of the creator of the primary world – that is, God (2006, 155–
157; see Korpua 2015, 27; cf. Halliwell 2002, 9).70 A secondary fantasy world, by this 
principle, is an ontologically independent, configured universe which, while quite 
obviously not “real” in the usual sense of the word, is supposed to feel to the reader 
as if it was (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 64).  

How, then, does a world full of those invented languages and imaginary beings 
achieve such a sense of reality? One answer to that question is to be found in the 
previous chapter, in the suggestion that while modernist and postmodernist fiction 
invented experimental artistic forms, fantasy largely stuck to traditional ones – spe-
cifically, some conventions of representation typical to literary realism on the one hand, 
age-old mythic patterns (see Scholes 1975, 81–82) on the other.  

Of those realist conventions, a fantasy world built in the Tolkienesque tradition 
typically employs Ricoeur’s “referential illusion” (1984, 79), a suggestion that the 
world presented in the story both exists independently of that story and can be reli-
ably described in it. In other words, despite the status of the fantasy world as an 
artistic creation, it still comes undisputedly across as the object of fictional references 
(see Ryan 2016, 13; cf. Walsh 2017, 461). The story in The Lord of the Rings, for exam-
ple, can concern the deeds of hobbits in the war against Sauron because both hobbits 
and Sauron are taken to be there to be described in the first place. Another, related 
illusion that contributes to this sense of reality is what Wolf dubs “an illusion of 
completeness” (2012, 39) – a sense that the world is not bound by the story at hand, 
but extends beyond its scope (also Ryan 2019b, 74). In realist fiction, this sense of 
completeness would stem from an assumption that the world presented in fiction is 
a more or less exact copy of the one outside (e. g. ibid., 77; Attebery 1992, 131; see 
Roine 2016, 27). In fantasy, it is achieved instead by the invention of those imaginary 
beings, cultures, languages and histories, paratextual maps and hints of distant lands 
– all sorts of details both relevant and superfluous to the immediate story, some 

 
70 Based on his devoutly Christ ian worldview, To lkien of course would have had none 
of that postmodernist notion of reality being a man-made fiction; for him, the world 
is a singular divine creation, the eternal truth of which, while perhaps outside the 
grasp of ordinary human ken, can be glimpsed via both gospel and myths ( see Tolkien 
2006, 155). 
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shown in the course of the story and others only implied, all created to give the 
fantasy world a sense of temporal depth and spatial width (see Wolf 2012, 42). The 
fundamental illusions conjured by fantasy world-building are, therefore, similar to 
those of literary realism: that the world is partially found by the reader through a 
story, rather than fully projected by it (cf. Tolkien 2013, xiv), and that whatever parts 
of the world remain unexplored are “not treated as ontological gaps, but as missing 
information” (Ryan 2016, 17). 

The countless world-building projects following Tolkien’s seminal one have grad-
ually cemented in the popular consciousness a fairly clear stereotypical idea of what 
a world to be “found” through a fantasy story is like: a self-contained realm which, 
while often bearing superficial resemblance to medieval Europe (see Jameson 2002, 
274), is explicitly distanced and ontologically isolated from any actual historical cir-
cumstances, or “offers a clean break of reality” as Wolfe puts it (2011, 72; also At-
tebery 1992, 128; Mendlesohn 2008, 4; Gomel 2012, 398; Martin 2019, 218). Prom-
inent examples of such fully independent fantasy universes include Le Guin’s 
Earthsea and Pratchett’s Discworld; the world of A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of 
Thrones is also one of these. In these kinds of world-building projects, the ontological 
distinction between the fantasy universe and the world outside is at its most straight-
forward – but of course, not all fantasy worlds are designed this way. Some, like 
those of Chronicles of Narnia and Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy (1995–
2000), are multiverses that include a version of the “real world” in their imaginary 
ontologies, with characters typically passing to a magical parallel universe through 
some sort of portal. Some, like the Wizarding World of Harry Potter franchise, have the 
fantastic world embedded within an ordinary-looking world. Some, like the world of 
Robert Jordan’s Wheel of Time series (1993–201371) are hinted to be our own world 
in some incalculably distant, mythical time – Tolkien’s own creation is actually one 
of these, although the only clue giving this away in The Lord of the Rings are strangely 
familiar stars.  

Whatever the specific ontology of any given fantasy universe looks like, however, 
such a universe as a whole appears an invention – a designed world constructed to 
serve as the setting for a particular story or stories (cf. Eco 1985, 23–29). According 
to Attebery, such an invented setting essentially enables fantasy storytelling to “by-
pass” questions of representation altogether. As it is fairly obvious from the start 
that a universe full of magical creatures, strange continents, accessible parallel di-
mensions or hidden magical societies is “not intended to stand for the world of ex-
perience,” the reader must assume that it is designed instead to serve the needs of “a 
preordained and comprehensive narrative pattern” (1992, 130). It follows that, be-
cause the world is purpose-built for the story, its apparent “representation” in the 

 
71 The last three novels in the 14-part series were written by Brandon Sanderson after 
Jordan’s death in 2007. 
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story must necessarily be accurate, and conversely, the story itself must be “true” 
within the confines of that world. In Middle-earth, there must exist an inn called The 
Prancing Pony because the hobbits meet Aragorn there; and it must be true that the 
hobbits meet him at that inn because that is the reason the inn exists in the first 
place. By such a built-in tautology (cf. Eshelman 2008, 37), the imaginary world and 
the story “happening” therein legitimize each other – rather reminiscently of Lyo-
tard’s “little narratives,” the very artifice of the world lends the story a certain sense 
of conditional truth-value, and vice versa (cf. Tolkien 2006, 155). 

This conditional truth of such a self-contained, self-legitimizing world is also 
where the creation of mythic patterns enters the ontological considerations of fan-
tasy. Just like the world itself is suggested to expand far beyond the concerns of the 
immediate main storyline in both time and space, so does its tautological self-legiti-
mation – the more grand-scale mythic narratives about the nature of the world have 
that same sense of inherent truth-value. In The Lord of the Rings, as well as The Earthsea 
Cycle and numerous other fantasy works, such mythic structures are mostly implied 
in figments of stories characters tell each other – and, by proxy, to the reader – about 
the world’s creation and perhaps its eventual end, its gods, its ancient history, the 
place and purpose of people in the world, how evil came to mar it and what is to be 
done with that, and so on. Some works may even present such mythic patterns as 
part of the main story itself; The Chronicles of Narnia, for instance, begins with the 
creation of Narnia in The Magician’s Nephew (1955) and ends with the apocalypse in 
The Last Battle (1956), going through a Christian allegory of the Passion in between.72 
These mythic patterns, whether explicitly laid out or only hinted at, serve as cues 
from which the reader gains a bigger picture of how the world works and what it 
might be designed to signify as an artistic creation. As such, they can be taken to mimic, as 
I see it, the effect of Lyotard’s master narratives: they are narrative structures by 
which the world becomes comprehensible and appears to the reader as a coherent, 
meaningful entity. As an added benefit, unlike similar structures applied to a less obvi-
ously imaginary world, they can be presented as true – if only for the purposes of 
the self-contained fantasy world and the story set within (cf. Tolkien 2013, xiii).  

As an art of both world-making and myth-making – mythopoeia in Tolkien’s 
terms (see Korpua 2015, 11) – fantasy storytelling can therefore be conceived of as 
an attempt to resolve precisely that struggle for tangible meaning Hassler-Forest as-
sociates with “postmodernist condition.” The ontological self-containment and self-
legitimation of fantasy worlds enables them to hold both a palpable sense of reality 
and a suggestion of some stable and eternal meaning – they may both be imaginary, 

 
72 The publication order of  The Chronic les  of  Narnia does  not fol low this chronology 
of events. The Magician’s  Nephew ,  a prequel,  is  the sixth and penultimate novel pub-
lished in the series;  the allegory of Jesus’ crucifixion appears in the first book, The 
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe  (1950).     
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true enough, but at least they are still there. Creating a fantasy world, by this line of 
thinking, amounts to construction of a sort of literary laboratory (cf. Kortekallio 
2020, 18): a carefully planned and meticulously controlled environment inside which, 
sealed off from the outside world and its postmodernist cynicism, fragile things like 
cosmic truths and sincere beliefs can survive (cf. Attebery 1992, 39). Such a world, 
organized as it is along a relatively simple mythic pattern, is also fairly easy for the 
reader to make sense of and grasp as a whole – a simplified, streamlined model of a 
reality (see Hume 1984, 91; Attebery 1992, 132) to pit against the chaotic uncertain-
ties of the postmodern world. As Hume puts it, it “exists in opposition to the unsat-
isfactory, trivia-clogged lives we lead. It raises the problem of finding meaning, and 
offers a solution” (1984, 92).  

This contrast between the imaginary universes built by Tolkien and his fellow 
fantasists and the somewhat anxiety-inducing postmodernist sense of “‘unreality’ of 
reality” (Lyotard 1984, 77) is also without doubt behind some of the genre’s escapist 
and nostalgic reputation – its supposed tendency to offer readers comforting illu-
sions of the past instead of means for dealing with the present reality (see Kukkonen 
2013, 95 for discussion). Rosemary Jackson, for one, states that Tolkienesque fantasy 
works “retreat from any profound confrontation with existential dis-ease [sic]” 
(1981, 9); Hume, in her turn, ponders if “escapist fantasy” really sends readers back 
to the “real world” with a renewed sense of clarity as Tolkien claims, or if it actually 
just makes reality feel even “less tolerable” by comparison (1984, 12); and Eco as-
sumes that readers “indulging” in such “escapism à la Tolkien” are motivated by “a 
vague impulse” to dream of an idealized version of Middle-Ages in their misguided 
search for stable meaning (1987, 65; cf. Jameson 2002, 280; Young 2015). Hassler-
Forest himself connects the notion of escapism to the prevalent idea that “a domi-
nant mode of engagement” with fantasy fiction is a complete immersion into an 
imaginary world (2016, 16; also Wolf 2012, 49; cf. Ryan 2015, 5) – by which he means 
an unquestioning acceptance of the fantasy world as a substitute for reality. In all 
these accounts, there is a sense of fantasy as a form of daydreaming or vacation for 
the exhausted mind (cf. Attebery 2014, 4; Ryan 2015, 66): a desire to eschew the 
complexities and anxieties of the postmodern world, for a while, for a more readily 
understandable, simpler version of reality (cf. Hume 1984, 47).  

 This prevalent notion that fantasy worlds are meant to offer readers immersive 
experiences ties in with Tolkien’s own notion that if the reader’s belief in a secondary 
world is compromised, once “the spell is broken,” the world and the art of creation 
fails with it (2006, 132).73 This idea has become something of a dogma for 

 
73 This principle of  internal  coherence of imaginary worl ds in fact predates even Tol-
kien’s seminal essay. George Macdonald, one of the early proto -fantasists,  introduces 
it  his “The Fantastic Imagination” (1893), stating that “[t]o be able to live a moment 
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subsequent fantasy writers and readers alike, with many a writer’s workshop and 
much expert advice – as well as several works of fantasy scholarship (e. g. Wolf 2012, 
43; Rayment 2014, 175; Martin 2019, 206–208) – insisting on the importance of up-
holding the illusions of a complete and self-consistent reality.74 The success of an 
attempt at fantasy world-building, therefore, is judged by whether it produces a “rel-
atively stable” alternative reality which the reader can easily experience as a proxy for 
the real thing (Richardson 2016, 393; Ekman 2013, 5; see Roine 2016, 33–34 for 
discussion). Magic, miracles and mythical creatures can all be made to feel real within 
the self-contained logic and self-imposed rules of such a world, the thinking goes 
(see Attebery 1992, 129; Wolfe 2011, 74; cf. Eco 1985, 25–26), but any breaking of 
those rules, a tiniest crack in the picture, destroys the carefully crafted illusion and 
prevents the reader from taking the world “seriously” any longer (e. g. Wolf 2012, 
37; cf. Pratchett 2015, 113). The role assigned to the reader by this reasoning is ob-
viously a rather passive one (see Jackson 1981, 33), reminiscent again of that “ab-
sorbing reading trance” modernism relegated to the domain of popular culture: they 
are supposed to merely lose themselves into a ready-made and easily accessible im-
aginary world, no strenuous interpretive effort or complex reading strategies required 
(see Ryan 2015, 67–68; Alber 2016, 193; cf. Keen 2007, 56).75  

Fantasy worlds, from this viewpoint, are regarded as sort of literary foreign coun-
tries which the reader can visit as an interdimensional tourist (see Mendlesohn 2008, 
14; Wolf 2012, 48). If the reader’s belief in the imaginary truths within the fantasy 
world is deemed essential for this purpose, and yet such a fragile thing, it follows 
that the stories by which such worlds are vicariously “entered” must be careful to 
not disturb the illusion of referentiality or question their own ontological grounding. 
That is, the realist conventions of representation discussed above must not be un-
dermined, as they are what lends the world that crucial sense of a “natural” order of 
referents and references (cf. Nyqvist 2012, 259) – an illusion that the world is there 
before the story happens and allows the reader to enter it (see Attebery 1992, 42; 
Tolkien 2006, 117). Displays of literary artifice, by this logic, must especially be 

 
in an imagined world, we must see the laws of its exist ence obeyed. Those broken, 
we fall out of it” (1999, 7).   
74 Pratchett ,  for example, giving advice for aspiring fantasy authors, stresses the im-
portance of the internal  rules and coherent ontology of the world they create: “If 
there is magic, where does it  come from? Why isn’t everyone using it? What rules will 
you have to give it  to allow some tension in your story? How does society operate? 
You need to know how your world works” (2015, 113).  
75 This assumed role of the reader may simply result from the fact  that many influen-
tial early scholars of fantasy, like Tolkien and MacDonald, were also fantasy authors 
reflecting on their own craft .  As a consequence, theories of world -building developed 
in the studies of fantasy fict ion tend to be rather author -oriented, in a  stark contrast 
to the reader-focused approach to world-building more  common in narratology (see 
Ekman & Taylor 2016; cf.  Ryan 2016, 12).  
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strictly avoided – any rattling of the fourth wall puts the security of the whole fantasy 
world in jeopardy by disrupting the referential illusion and, along with it, that sense 
of an “inner consistency of reality” (see Klimek 2011, 79–80; cf. Hutcheon 1980, 7; 
Ryan 2001, 248). This widely accepted notion of fantasy fiction being geared towards 
upholding readerly illusions is the reason Richardson asserts that fantasy stories, un-
like the “unnatural” storytelling favored by literary postmodernism (also Alber 2016, 
211–212), are not truly anti-mimetic but merely “nonmimetic” (2016, 386).76 As he 
sees it, since they do not typically contest realist conventions of representation, they 
cannot really question the notion of fiction mirroring reality either, but merely extend 
the scope of imitation to cover magical, “nonnatural” things (ibid., 389).  

The “easy” immersiveness of fantasy fiction, by this assessment, supposedly dis-
ables it from issuing any profound challenges to the concept of reality (also Alber et 
al. 2018, 494) – and the stress placed on the notion of fantasy worlds as places to 
discover would seem to further endorse the notion that stories provide access to 
worlds outside themselves, rather than project their own. Of course, as I noted in 
my discussion of worlds in the introduction, the illusion that the world pre-exists 
stories happening in it is something of a “natural” one, cognitively speaking – it is 
quite inevitably present in all fiction, literary and popular, because the basic sense of 
causality dictates that in order to a story to happen, its referents “must exist some-
where” as Ryan reasons (2016, 23). Immersion as a “dominant mode” of readerly 
engagement is also, accordingly, in no way peculiar to fantasy fiction, and readers’ 
cognitive relocation to imaginary words is indeed routinely discussed by Ryan and 
other like-minded narratologists as the basic and necessary effect of any kind of fic-
tion (e. g. ibid., 17; Keen 2007, 61–62; Kukkonen 2011, 5; see Hatavara et al. 2016, 
1–2 for an overview) – although it does seem to me that its importance is perhaps 
taken more for granted in theoretical discussions pertaining to fantasy and other 
popular genres (e. g. Wolf 2012, 16; Hassler-Forest 2016, 16).  

However, given the prevalent 20th-century notion that art should foreground its 
formal considerations and expose the gap between reality and its representation, 
readers’ illusory experiences of visiting other worlds were held in little regard by the 
literary side of the Great Divide (see Attebery 1992, 39; Ryan 2001, 160). Literary 
postmodernism in particular, in a striking contrast to its contemporaneous fantasy 
genre, was frantically engaged in the business of demolishing exactly these kinds of 
illusions. As I already noted in my discussion of its appropriation of popular genres, 
postmodernist literary fiction is typically characterized by copious metafiction: dis-
plays of artifice designed to reverse the impression of which comes first, the story 
or its world (Waugh 1984, 22). It foregrounds its own narrative structure as 

 
76 Richardson’s conceptualization of what constitutes mimetic or anti -mimetic is of 
course also based on the notion of mimesis as imitation of reality, or at least con-
ventional pretension of doing so (also Bernaerts & Richardson 2018, 525).  
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constitutive of the world it presents, undermining the ontological stability of that 
world and addressing its uneasy relationship with the world outside (see Hutcheon 
1988, 40). “In providing a critique of their own methods of construction,” Waugh 
states, “such writings not only examine the fundamental structures of narrative fic-
tion, they also explore the possible fictionality of the world outside the literary fic-
tional text” (1984, 2). The appropriation of genre formulas is part of this postmod-
ernist project of addressing this fictionality of all worlds. It is a marker of narrative 
artifice that exposes the postmodernist work as a text that exists in and refers to a 
vast discursive network of other texts (see Hutcheon 1988, 21; also Huber 2014, 218) 
– that network being cast as the version of reality in which storytelling operates. As 
such, it estranges the reader’s perception in the Brechtian sense, compelling them to 
see the gap between representation and reality – but takes the effect one step further, 
from modernist epistemological uncertainty to postmodernist ontological instability 
(see McHale 1987, 11), by casting the so-called “representation” itself as the means 
by which the so-called “reality” comes to be in the first place.  

Postmodernist fiction, therefore, questions both the realist ideal of art empirically 
mirroring a pregiven reality and the modernist faith in such a reality being available 
for representation (cf. Halliwell 2002, 23). Like its contemporaneous fantasy fiction, 
literary postmodernism accordingly needs to configure artificial worlds for its stories 
to have places to happen: it privileges the world-creating side of mimesis. In the absence of 
any possibility of reliably imitating the world, it seeks to project a world (McHale 
1987, 10). Eco, for one postmodernist author, has stated that “[w]riting a novel is a 
cosmological matter”, meaning that “to tell a story you must first of all construct a 
world, furnished as much as possible, down to the slightest details” (1985, 20–23). 
This reflection on his own world-building process for The Name of the Rose is strikingly 
similar to the approach to fantasy world-creation theorized and popularized by Tol-
kien. However, while fantasy world-building is generally thought to aim for contain-
ment and coherence of the alternative reality, the worlds projected by works of lit-
erary postmodernism tend to be cracked, porous and self-contradictory – or “logi-
cally impossible,” rather than just “pragmatically” so (see Ryan 2019b, 66; also 
Doležel 1998, 184). They are riddled with metaleptic devices that contest their bor-
ders (see Kukkonen 2011, 10), like the narrator addressing the reader in If on a Win-
ter’s Night a Traveler or the phone call trying to reach the author Paul Auster in The 
City of Glass (1985) – as well as intentional contradictions that undermine their inter-
nal consistency, like the multiple ontologically incompatible realms in Calvino’s In-
visible Cities (1972), the deliberate anachronisms of The Name of the Rose, or the way 
Gravity’s Rainbow juxtaposes dreams, hallucinations and alluded worlds of other fic-
tions on the same ontological level with ostensibly historical reality (see McHale 
1987, 45).  



117 

These worlds are, then, deconstructed as soon as they are built (see Doležel 1998, 
165; Hutcheon 2002, 1; Berlatsky 2011, 16; McHale 2012, 146); they are presented 
as ontologically unstable, “impermanent structures” (Waugh 1984, 7), just like the 
so-called reality outside them. This connection between the violation of the realist 
mimetic conventions and the irrepresentable quality of reality itself is the reason 
Waugh claims that postmodernist metafiction, despite its inward turn, “does not 
abandon ‘the real world’ for the narcissistic pleasures of the imagination” (ibid., 18; 
cf. Huber 2014, 218; Alber & Bell 2019, 130; see Walsh 2016, 382) but rather offers 
“extremely accurate models for understanding the contemporary experience of the 
world” (ibid., 9). In this sense, the so-called postmodernist anti-mimesis could be 
argued, in an ironic paradox, to turn out to be a form of imitating reality after all (cf. 
McHale 1987, 119) – a representation of the impossibility of representation itself 
(also Konstantinou 2017, 90). Unlike the “escapist” world-creation of fantasy fiction, 
the ontological orientation of postmodernist fiction is by this logic considered to 
assign a very active role for the reader, inviting them to puzzle over an ontological 
riddle (see Huber 2014, 56; Alber 2016, 32). Such a riddle is, moreover, ultimately 
unsolvable by design – the very impossibility of solving it is what estranges the rela-
tionship between fiction and reality and ideally provides the reader with critical in-
sight to the present condition of both. Most crucially, the riddle must remain un-
solved, and the interpretation open-ended, because postmodernist fiction is ada-
mantly in the business of “offering only questions, never final answers” (Hutcheon 
1988, 42). It does not pretend at building a viable world but, rather, reflects on its 
own inability to do that – there is no inner consistency of reality to be achieved 
because reality, whatever else it may be, is definitely not consistent.  

Postmodernist deconstruction of worlds and exposure of their narratively con-
structed quality, therefore, addresses and thematizes the very idea of the inaccessi-
bility of any reality beyond that mediated by texts. As such its self-conscious, self-
undermining world-making amounts to – at least as defenders of postmodernism 
like Waugh and Hutcheon see it – a pursuit towards both a clearer understanding of 
the power of narrative and a more responsible way of handling that power. Waugh 
argues that by challenging the simplistic notion of mimesis-as-reflection encoded in 
the conventions of realism, postmodernist metafiction exposes the way ostensibly 
“innocent” representation endorses and sustains prevailing forms of oppression: it 
deconstructs narrative structures that cast such oppression as natural part of the 
world and examines their ideological motivations (1984, 11; also Hutcheon 2002, 2). 
Hutcheon, similarly, argues that postmodernist art rethinks the notion of represen-
tation, seeing it not as neutral mirroring but as “an exploration of the way in which 
narratives and images structure how we see ourselves”– and as such, an inescapably 
political act that grants meaning to our socially shared reality (2002, 7–8). Accord-
ingly, she sees self-contradictions and plurality of meaning in postmodernist works 
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of fiction as an admission of their own complicity in constructing that narratively 
mediated version of reality – or “a tentative first step to accepting responsibility […] 
as signifying processes” (1988, 21; also 2002, 4).  

Postmodernist literary fiction, in short, is perceived in its scholarship as a vehicle 
for dismantling illusions, exposing hidden power structures and addressing head-on 
the chaotic, fragmentary quality of what used to be called reality. Any significance it 
assigns to any world is transient and uncertain; instead of providing a sense of co-
herence and tangible meaning, it reflects on its own inability to find any. Postmod-
ernist fiction is, in this sense, explicitly conscious of and brutally honest about both 
the state of the world and its own limitations in confronting it; fantasy, the “escapist” 
genre, is ostensibly not (see Burling 2009, 336). In the absence of a credible possi-
bility of “real-world” ontological grounding, however, both literary postmodernism 
and fantasy turn to creative world-building in an effort to rethink mimesis in fiction – one 
as a subject to deconstructive scrutiny, the other as an art of imagining new worlds. Arising from 
the same crisis of representation, they adopt very different strategies which, at the 
first glance, may look diametrically opposed to each other: one is self-undermining 
while the other is self-legitimizing. On the one hand, postmodernist emphasis on 
literary artifice and unstable, fragile ontologies goes directly against the widely ac-
cepted principles of fantasy world-building. On the other hand, from the postmod-
ernist vantage, those principles may be damnable twice over, considering how they 
apparently manage to both endorse a view of representation as an ideologically neu-
tral matter and disclaim – cowardly – any involvement in the politics of the outside 
world while doing so.   

To sum up, the immersive experiences provided by fantasy and the celebration 
of artifice characterizing postmodernism do seem, from the perspectives of their 
respective research traditions, mutually incompatible. In essence, these different ap-
proaches to the ontological concerns raised by the crisis of representation stem from 
the same schism over the intended effect of art that is behind the Great Divide 
opening up between low and high culture – whether it should induce an illusory 
experience of reality or estrange the reader’s perception of it by “laying bare” its own 
artfulness (Shklovsky 1965b, 27; Brecht 2003, 226). This schism thus seems to also 
play a part in the “traditional” perception of displays of literary artifice as automati-
cally antithetical to readerly immersion (e. g. Ryan 2001, 199; Keen 2007, 57; Rich-
ardson 2016; 393) – making this well-established dichotomy conceivable as another 
function of the 20th-century Great Divide. The first is deemed a device of self-con-
sciously artful literary fiction with which the reader engages with actively and intel-
lectually, gaining useful insight from the process (see Gavaler & Johnson 2017, 81); 
the second is considered the mode of engagement with unchallenging works of pop-
ular genre fiction meant to offer only emotional gratification via that mindless trance 
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in which the reader is passively submerged (e. g. Ryan 2001, 11; Wolf 2012, 49–50; 
Kitt & Castano 2013, 377; cf. Richardson 2016, 386).  

This polarization of supposedly active and passive, mindful and mindless, intel-
lectual and emotional readerly engagements seems to me, in fact, to lie at the heart 
of the Great Divide. It appears to be the factor behind the essentialist notion of the 
gaps between literary and popular fiction, as well as those between experimental and 
traditional forms, artistic and commercial merits and complex and easy interpretive 
strategies. In the end, all of these judgements are based on the assumed expectations 
of the audiences on the opposing sides of the divide (cf. Eco 1985, 48–49) – and 
whether the fiction they read issues them useful challenges or useless pastimes. At this 
point it is worth stressing, again, that all these categorical distinctions are artificial 
structures of thinking, not found by scholarly observation but constructed in theo-
retical discourse (cf. Berlatsky 2011, 15; Nealon 2012, 147) – and therefore “useful 
fictions” only insofar as they serve as means of interpretation (see McHale 1987, 33). 
The grand idea of the Great Divide is evoked in a similar manner in several suppos-
edly opposing discourses – including the modernist overt hostility towards mass cul-
ture (see Huyssen 1986, viii), the postmodernist insistence that the divide has closed 
(e. g. Hutcheon 1988, 44), and even the self-marginalizing narrative by which au-
thors, scholars and fans of genre fiction affiliate their interests with the popular side 
(e. g. Pratchett 2015, 191–192) – and shapes all these discourses in relation to one 
another.  

I have been making use of the Great Divide as a rhetorical resource in my own 
reconstruction of the story of fantasy and 20th-century literature, both because it is a 
handy tool for conducting such large scale comparisons and because it is, after all, a 
central part of the conventional version of that story – a veritable master narrative of 20th-
century fiction if there ever was one. It is, for better or worse, an integral part of the 
conceptual construction of both postmodernism and fantasy. This, however, is the 
point in my own discussion where the divide becomes more of a hindrance than a 
resource; not coincidentally, it corresponds with the point where the dominant focus 
of this discussion starts to shift from theories of fiction more towards actual works 
of fiction. As rhetorical tools, polarizations are great – but they do have a tendency 
to make strawmen out of both poles. In this case fantasy, as the opposing pole to 
postmodernism, becomes excessively characterized by its immersive qualities; and 
literary postmodernism, accordingly, comes to be essentially defined as anti-immer-
sive fiction. 

This flaw in the dichotomous idea of the Great Divide has become readily ob-
servable in my comparison of the ontological poetics of fantasy and literary post-
modernism and theories thereof. As I stressed in the introductory chapter of this 
study, I actually find that the importance of immersive experiences for readerly en-
joyment of fantasy worlds has been greatly exaggerated – and correspondingly, so 
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has the confusing, estranging quality of postmodernist ones. There is no reason, be-
yond that dictated by the discourse of the Great Divide, to assume that the only 
reason a reader can enjoy an imaginary world like Middle-earth is because it feels 
“real” to them; they might just as well, for example, find it meaningful as a “distorted 
mirror” (Rayment 2014, 174) for outside-world circumstances (see Barker 2017, 41) 
– like some of Tolkien’s fans who, to the author’s consternation, interpreted The Lord 
of the Rings as an allegory for WWII (see Rings, xxiv–xxv). Nor is there reason to 
expect that what the reader gets from a postmodernist world-building project like 
that of Eco’s The Name of the Rose is a critical appreciation of the narrative artifice of 
history; they might instead opt to identify with the narrating character Adso and 
marvel at the vision of a medieval world through his young, naïve eyes, and many 
real readers apparently do just that (see Eco 1985, 39). In short, fantasy worlds can 
very well be found useful as estranging artistic objects, and postmodernist novels, 
for all their metatextual language games, can offer emotionally gratifying immersive 
experiences. While there are quite indisputably differences of focus between the two, 
the distinction is not nearly as clear-cut as the discourse of the Great Divide suggests. 

Ultimately, as I noted in the introduction of this study, I do not find the notion 
of the incompatibility of immersion and artifice plausible at all – mainly because it 
does not ring true as a description of actual experiences of reading fiction. It seems 
fairly obvious to me that the idea of readerly immersion and awareness of narrative 
artifice canceling each other out grossly underestimates the audience’s ability to per-
ceptual multitasking (cf. Polvinen 2016, 20; Anderson & Iversen 2018, 580). As Has-
sler-Forest has noticed by observing internet discussions about Game of Thrones, the 
actual fans of the series seem to experience no dissonance whatsoever in being sim-
ultaneously “fully captivated” by an episode they are watching, feeling deeply for the 
characters, and analyzing critically the show’s politics, plot inconsistencies and dif-
ferences from the original novels (2016, 16; cf. Ryan 2019b, 74). This, he states, 
shows that audience engagement with the series “involves a constant negotiation 
between sincere immersion and radical self-reflexivity” (2016, 16) and is, on the 
whole, an active, participatory process, rather than a passive trance.77 I am, therefore, in-
clined to concur with the argument made by both Waugh (1984, 5) and Hutcheon 
(1980, 18) in their respective accounts on metafiction – that a certain degree of “nar-
cissistic” (ibid., 11) preoccupation with its own textuality and language is an integral 
part of the rhetoric of any fiction (also Wolf 2013, 16; Neumann & Nünning 2012; 
Walsh 2016, 383) and, as Polvinen has it, “necessary for immersion to happen in the 

 
77 While Hassler-Forest pits this participatory culture around internet -age fantasy tel-
evision (cf.  Mittell 2015, 8) against the escapism he sees as the tradit ionally “domi-
nant” mode of engagement with genre fiction, I find no reason to assume that a 
similar tension between immersion and “self-reflexivity” would not be present in any 
engagement with fiction, fantasy or otherwise.  
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first place” (2012, 109; also Roine 2016, 33). Even escapism, after all, requires an 
acute awareness that the world one escapes to is not actually real – otherwise, what 
would be the point?  

A similar duality of immersive experientiality and acknowledgement of artifice is 
present in Suvin’s reworking of the Brechtian idea of estrangement in Metamorphoses 
of Science Fiction (1979) – the theory of “cognitive estrangement” that became seminal 
for studies of science fiction and fantasy alike. He proposes, in a nutshell, that it is 
precisely the relocation of the reader’s cognition into an “imaginative framework” 
established by an immersive piece of fiction which allows an estranged, critical per-
ception of the world outside fiction to happen (2016a, 15). In essence, such an alter-
native vision of reality gives the reader a new and estranging position from which to 
view the world outside – an argument for the usefulness of science fiction and fan-
tasy often proposed by scholars (e. g. Rayment 2014, 17; see Roine 2016, 52) and 
authors alike. Quite a comparable idea is actually present in Tolkien’s own theory of 
world-building, as briefly noted at the beginning of this discussion of fantasy ontol-
ogy – his notion of fantasy as means for recovering a vivid vision of “the primary 
world” beyond the dull drabness of the everyday comes, ironically enough, rather 
close to Shklovsky’s conception of estrangement in its desired effect if not its sug-
gested means. In both of these alternative conceptualizations of estrangement, im-
mersion and artifice are shown to work in tandem, both to free the reader from “automatic 
filtering” (Hume 1984, 100) and to prompt them to “question over and over again 
what is postulated as self-evident” (Rayment 2014, 21). Immersion, seen this way, is 
no fragile aesthetic illusion to be upheld or shattered, but part of the reader’s per-
ception of an imaginary world as a world – as something they are invited to configure 
into being. It is, therefore, just one aspect of an active interpretive process of nego-
tiating the world inside fiction with the one outside.  

In Part II, where I go further into the topic of fantasy rethinking mimesis as an 
art of imaginative world-creation, I explore this negotiation between worlds in depth. 
Even from this brief summary of accounts, however, it is clear that the ontological 
poetics of fantasy fiction go beyond mere creation of other world that replace the 
irrepresentable chaos of the postmodern one. In constructing those worlds, fantasy 
does not just bypass questions of reality and its representation, but creates theoretical 
models of reality that can be used to conduct speculative thought experiments on those very ques-
tions. To elaborate on this statement, I will next take a look at the ways some relatively 
early works of fantasy use such theoretical worlds in order to engage in just the kind 
of metafictional experimentation considered a hallmark of postmodernism. Built as 
they are by creative writing and along internal mythic patterns, fantasy worlds are 
after all quite literally narratively constructed (cf. Rayment 2014, 176) – an ontological 
quirk that has not escaped the attention of fantasy authors, either. 
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2.2. Worlds Made of Words: the Quest for Fictionality in the 
Fantasy Tradition  

When discussing fantasy as a collaborative tradition in the previous chapter, I argued 
that fantasy stories, through their discursive engagement in that ongoing genre tra-
dition, are always self-referential to some degree. While they traditionally seldom 
address their own artifice in a manner typical to postmodernist fiction – no authors 
invading their own creations, no narrators who make up the whole thing, no com-
mentary directed by the characters to the reader – they nevertheless expose that ar-
tifice by evoking genre as an intertextual frame of reference for the reader’s interpre-
tation of the story and its world (see Kukkonen 2013, 39–40). Moreover, the recog-
nizable, genre-evoking narrative formulas make the artistic form of genre fiction in-
herently conspicuous as such, and thus allow such fiction, as McHale puts it, to “per-
form its own narrative analysis on itself, right before our eyes” (2018, 319). There-
fore, if Hutcheon’s claim that all fiction has that “narcissistic” obsession with its own 
textuality is to be accepted, the same must go doubly for genre fiction like fantasy: 
its preoccupation extends even beyond its own textuality to the web of other texts 
that constitutes the genre (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 21). Similarly, any worlds of fiction, 
however strong their immersive sense of reality, are configured in interpretive pro-
cesses and, as such, inescapably artefactual. As Polvinen (2012, 98–99) and Roine 
(2016, 34) both see it, they are indeed recognizable as devices for fictional commu-
nication for precisely that reason. However, fantasy worlds are, again, doubly so, due 
to the copious amounts of invention they involve – as I discussed in the introduction, 
the foregrounding of the configurative stage of mimesis in fantasy stories makes 
those worlds not only self-evidently constructed but also conspicuously fictional.  

In both their ontological considerations and their pervasive sense of intertextual-
ity, stories partaking in the genre tradition of fantasy embark on the same “quest for 
fictionality” that Waugh deems the project of metafictional postmodernist novel 
(1984, 10) – a pursuit for the identity and purpose of fiction in a word where repre-
sentation is undergoing a crisis. Whereas literary postmodernism tends to approach 
this “need for the novel to theorize about itself” (ibid.) in a fairly overt manner, the 
metafictional devices of fantasy are generally more covert (see Hutcheon 1980, 28–
31; Kukkonen 2010, 213; 2013, 107). In addition to the formal distinctiveness and 
evocation of the genre tradition, such devices include the repurposing of mythic pat-
terns as part of the ontologies of fantasy worlds. Aside from giving those worlds that 
aforementioned sense of coherent reality and stable meaning, this repurposing also 
serves as a way of thematizing storytelling as a world-creating act. I have mentioned before 
Attebery’s conviction that the tradition of fantasy fiction finds its cultural purpose 
in the work of reimagining mythic narratives for modern audiences – that purpose 
involving not only the reintroduction of the numinous to those audiences but also a 
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self-reflective act of spinning “stories about stories” (2014, 3). Its preoccupation with 
myths and other traditional forms of storytelling makes fantasy a conspicuously met-
afictional form of storytelling – and therefore, akin to its postmodernist counterpart, 
a suitable vehicle for examining the relations and hierarchies between stories and worlds. 

This highly topical consideration is, as I see it, actually one of the central themes 
of that “escapist” novel par excellence: The Lord of the Rings. The thematization of 
storytelling arguably starts on the level of the myth-inspired narrative formula, mak-
ing this one of those self-analyzing works McHale describes. That is how Attebery 
sees it: he argues that the “overdetermined” narrative pattern of Tolkien’s novel – 
that is, its way of having characters act based on the needs of the story rather than 
credible psychological motivations, reminiscent of Vladimir Propp’s functions of the 
fairy tale – constitutes a deliberate imposition of teleological fairy tale logic into the 
story (1992, 25–26).78 This, to him, proves that Tolkien “recognizes as part of the 
tale’s very meaning that it is a constructed thing, and not a found object” (ibid., 26). 
Attebery does not elaborate on what he thinks that “meaning” would be, and I find 
his interpretation of characters like Boromir and Gandalf as mere functions of the 
story rather ungenerously simplifying79 – but I do agree with him on the point that 
in The Lord of the Rings there is an inherent metafictional quality to the narrative struc-
ture that makes it conspicuous as an organization of events, rather than a simple 
depiction of them. It is, in this sense, a story about the narrative logic of stories.  

This thematization of storytelling, however, goes beyond the formal considera-
tions of the narrative itself, to far more explicit reflections mostly conducted by the 
voices of those ostensibly flat characters – who frequently address their own part in 
the tale outright and make sense of the world in terms of legends. There is, for ex-
ample, Éomer of the Rohirrim marveling at news brought to him by Aragorn, Lego-
las and Gimli in the second volume of the novel: 

“The world is all grown strange. Elf and Dwarf in company walk in our daily fields; 
and folk speak with the Lady of the Wood and yet live; and the Sword comes back to 
war that was broken in the long ages ere our fathers rode into the Mark! How shall a 
man judge what to do in such times?” (Rings, 570) 

 
78 As examples, he cites Boromir’s allegedly poorly  motivated attempt to take the Ring 
from Frodo, as well as Gandalf,  Aragorn,  Elrond and others taking turns to function 
as “the great explainer” of what is happening (1992, 25–26).  
79 In the name of fairness, it  must be noted that Attebery is not conducting a com-
prehensive analysis of Tolkien’s novel here, but defending it  against Chri st ine 
Brooke-Rose’s crit icism of its  “arbitrary” mixture of realist and marvelous modes 
(1981, 248–250) – crit icism he finds sloppy and unfair,  “a matter of taste masquer-
ading as analysis” (1992, 26) , and based on quite a careless reading of the book  as 
well ( ibid. ,  27). 
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From Éomer’s perspective, the world around him is transformed by his encounter 
with the three companions, with stuff of legends and half-forgotten nursery stories 
suddenly coming alive against the backdrop of his everyday reality. He feels like he 
has literally stepped into an epic story – which, as a character just introduced in this 
scene, he of course has done. Éomer’s sense of disorientation and wonder upon his 
“daily fields” becoming a scene of legends stems from a realization that there is no 
clear ontological boundary between these fields and those legends. As Aragorn 
points out, the green earth is itself “a mighty matter of legend, though you tread it 
under the light of day!” (ibid., 565). Éomer is therefore invited to reconcile his eve-
ryday perception of reality with the realization that he actually lives in a world deter-
mined by ancient, yet still ongoing stories – not unlike the reader familiarizing them-
selves with the internal logic of the imaginary world (cf. Mendlesohn 2008, 8). 

Another, more comprehensive reflection of having become a character in a story 
is later delivered by Samwise Gamgee on the mountains surrounding Mordor. Sam 
is a hobbit characterized from the outset by his great appetite for old stories – and 
the fact that he and Frodo have managed to “land into” one is not lost on him: 

“Beren, now, he never thought he was going to get that Silmaril from the Iron Crown 
in Thangorodrim, and yet he did, and that was a worse place and a blacker danger 
than ours. But that’s a long tale, of course, and goes on past the happiness and into 
grief and beyond it – and the Silmaril went on and came to Eärendil. And why, sir, I 
never thought that before! We’ve got – you’ve got some light of it in that star-glass 
that the Lady gave you! Why, to think of it, we’re in the same tale, still! It’s going on. 
Don’t the great tales never end?”  

“No, they never end as tales,” said Frodo. “But the people in them come, and go 
when their part’s ended. Our part will end later – or sooner.” (Rings, 932) 

For Sam the ancient legend of Beren and Lúthien, briefly outlined earlier by Aragorn 
and alluded to in several elvish songs along the novel, gives a sense of deeper mean-
ing for his own and Frodo’s efforts. A millennia-spanning epic laid out in The Sil-
marillion, this is one of the great myths giving shape to Middle-earth: a tale of how 
the original Dark Lord Melkor was vanquished, the bloodlines of men and elves were 
joined and the last of the Silmarils, great jewels once stolen by Melkor, was raised to 
the sky as the brightest star, to serve as a beacon of hope for all the peoples of the 
world. Sam’s realization that he has become part of the same story is effectively a 
contextualization of the hobbits’ journey as part of this larger, cosmic-scale narrative 
of the fates of the imaginary world. The grand story the hobbits find themselves in 
becomes, therefore, thematized as both a means by which Sam comprehends his 
own place in the history of the world and a structure along which the world is quite 
tangibly built into a knowable whole – to play a part in the fates of Middle-earth is 
to become a character in its story. To Sam, this sense of living in a legend far bigger 
than his own existence gives courage; and he is rather keen on the idea of some 
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future hobbits perhaps telling each other the story of “Frodo and the Ring” by the 
fire of an evening (ibid.).80 

By these accounts, there is quite a pronounced metafictional aspect to The Lord of 
the Rings: it is a story that not only utilizes elements and conventions of myths and 
folklore, but thematizes such stories as means by which the world attains meaning. 
Middle-earth, from this vantage, appears a world that is not only pervaded with sto-
ries, songs and mythic patterns but outright shaped by them – which, as a narratively 
constructed artistic creation, it of course literally is. As the result of an exercise in 
creative mythmaking (see Korpua 2015, 11), Middle-earth is a world made of stories 
by default, and conspicuous as such. It is, as befits Tolkien’s stated ambition to create 
a mythology dedicated to England, a constructed version of a distant mythical past 
that is, fittingly enough, ruled by the narrative logic of the myth. The narrative over-
determination Attebery examines is also justified in-universe by this logic: in Tol-
kien’s world, demands of the mythic narrative pattern are naturalized as simply fate. 
This is reflected, for example, in Elrond’s remark at the start of his counsil that “it 
is so ordered that we, who sit here, and none others, must now find counsel for the 
peril of the world” (Rings, 315), as well as in Frodo’s conviction that he will find his 
way to Mordor: “It’s my doom, I think, to go to that Shadow yonder, so that a way 
will be found. But will good or evil show it to me?” (ibid., 788). If these characters 
are taken to exist in a world determined by the teleological drive of a myth, their 
belief in destiny is not a matter of faith as much as an acknowledgement of their role 
in the world.   

The quality of Middle-earth as a product of narrative is, in conclusion, implicitly 
encoded in the internal logic of the imaginary world – and as such, metafictional 
commentary by Éomer and Sam comes across as simply reference to the world’s 
story-determined ontology, rather than anti-illusory disruption of its sense of coher-
ent reality (cf. Attebery 1992, 53; Kukkonen 2013, 106–107; Huber 2014, 26). A 
similar idea of a world defined by language and narrative structures is in fact quite a 
recurring theme in fantasy world-building, gaining more prominence in the 21st cen-
tury – every single one of the works in my main corpus, as it happens, also explores 
this theme, as I will demonstrate at length in chapters 3 and 5. It is, however, a fairly 
long-standing one, and in the previous chapter I already noted in passing two classic 

 
80 In the end of The Lord of  the Rings ,  it  is  implied that this indeed happens: that “the 
memoirs of Bilbo and Frodo of the Shire, supplemented by the accounts of their 
friends and the learnings of the Wise” ( Rings ,  1344) that Frodo hands over to Sam 
before departing for the Grey Havens becomes the  “great big book with red and 
black letters” that Sam envisions ( ibid. ,  932). According to the appendixes, it  is  then 
passed on through generations of Sam’s descendants and finally “translated to Eng-
lish” by Tolkien himself . 
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works of fantasy fiction which take the idea of story-based ontology onto a highly 
literal level: Le Guin’s The Earthsea Cycle and Pratchett’s Discworld.81 

In A Wizard of Earthsea (1968), the first novel of Le Guin’s series, it is established 
early on in the young protagonist Ged’s studies of magic that the world he inhabits 
is quite literally made up of words. All things, beings and people in that word have a 
“true name” which absolutely defines that thing, and the knowledge of which gives 
a wizard power over it. As the Master Namer of the wizarding school of Roke ex-
plains, 

“[t]hat is the language dragons speak, and the language Segoy spoke who made the 
islands of the world, and the language of our lays and songs, spells, enchantments and 
invocations. […] Any witch knows a few of these words in the Old Speech, and mages 
know many. But there are many more, and some have been lost over the ages, and 
some have been hidden, and some are known only to dragons and to the Old Powers 
of Earth, and some are known to no living creature; and no man could learn them all. 
For there is no end to that language.” (Wizard, 72)     

The Old Speech is, in a nutshell, a highly literal take on the markedly postmodernist 
notion that language forms the basis of reality. In the imaginary world of Earthsea, 
this idea is consolidated into a part of the world’s ontology, and thus rendered available for 
examination via storytelling (cf. Chu 2010, 11). This world was created by words – 
spoken by the godlike figure Segoy, rather reminiscently of the Judeo-Chistian God 
in Genesis – and is consequently also literally mutable by words – by those “lays and 
songs, spells, enchantments and invocations” used by practitioners of magic. Similar 
to Éomer and Sam’s experiences of stepping into stories, there is a sense of an on-
tological boundary being dissolved, although not so much between reality and stories 
as between signs and their meanings, references and referents. The Old Speech does 
not represent the world but directly is the world – there is no gap between reality 
and its representation in that language, and that is what makes it both powerful and 
impossible to learn in full. This imaginary ontology, then, serves as an experimental 
model of an alternative reality where the notion of language producing reality is lit-
erally and unequivocally true. Via such a model, it becomes possible to entertain 
further questions of how such a world would work, what it would be like to live in 
it and, crucially, what would constitute power and who would get to wield it. Its 
ontological texture, in short, makes Earthsea a premise for speculative thought ex-
periments which, in its historical context of the postmodernist rethinking of the na-
ture of reality, are highly topical. 

 
81 Another notable early example of metafictional fantasy would be Michael Ende’s 
The Neverending Story (1979), after which, Sonja Klimek states, “metareferentiality be-
came a prominent device in German fantasy fiction” (20 12, 86–87).  
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Pratchett’s Discworld, the parodic fantasy world briefly discussed in the previous 
chapter, takes this kind of literalizing treatment of signs and symbols to its logical 
extreme. As I previously noted in passing, it constitutes, as a whole, a conceptual 
exploration of what a world literally created by storytelling would look like – and it 
is a weird one. Discworld is flat, like the name suggests, and “rides through space on 
the back of a giant turtle” (Reaper, 7). In Reaper Man (1991), it is described as “world 
and mirror of worlds” (ibid.); in Witches Abroad (1991), it is stated to exist “right on 
the edge of reality” (8). As these descriptions hint, it is presented as a world com-
posed by people’s collective imagination, a sort of mythical vision of cosmos; and it 
is flat and carried by a giant turtle because that is a fitting configuration for a world 
literally composed of myths.82 In the unusual ontology of Discworld, accordingly, 
myths, folktales and their narrative logic are themselves presented as laws of nature. 
They are quite literally what determines the shape of the world and its internal work-
ings – similarly to Tolkien’s mythical world ruled by teleological story logic, but made 
much more explicit and concrete. The result is a shrewd parody of the ontological 
concerns of fantasy genre that frequently amounts to thematization of the very 
power of storytelling. In Witches Abroad, for example, stories are cast as formidable 
and rather sinister forces controlling people’s lives: 

People think that stories are shaped by people. In fact, it’s the other way around. 
Stories exist independently of their players. If you know that, the knowledge is power. 

Stories, great flapping ribbons of shaped space-time, have been blowing and un-
coiling around the universe since the beginning or time. And they have evolved. The 
weakest have died and the strongest have survived and they have grown fat on the 
retelling… stories, twisting and blowing through the darkness. 

And their very existence overlays a faint but insistent pattern on the chaos that is 
history. Stories etch grooves deep enough for people to follow in the same way that 
water follows certain paths down a mountainside. And every time fresh actors tread 
the path of the story, the groove runs deeper. 

This is called the theory of narrative causality and it means that a story, once 
started, takes a shape. It picks up all the vibrations of all the other workings of that 
story that have ever been. 

This is why history keeps repeating all the time. (Witches, 8) 

In this excerpt, the narrator of the novel lays out the basic underlying principle that 
guides much of the internal logic of Discworld: that in reversal of the common-sense 
understanding of events having to precede narration, the logic of “narrative 

 
82 A great turtle carrying the flat world on its back is a mytheme found in Hindu 
mythology, as well as Lenape and Iroquois creation myths . References to it  recur in 
Western philosophical tracts from the 17 th century on, usually as a prop in epistemo-
logical arguments. Examples include John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Under-
s tanding (1689), David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Rel igion  (1779) and Ber-
trand Russell’s Why I Am Not a Chris tian  (1927). 
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causality” at play forces the events to happen according to a preordained pattern. In 
this questioning of the process by which events become stories Pratchett’s imaginary 
world veers close to postmodernist historiographic metafiction as theorized by 
Hutcheon (see 1988, 92–93) – it literalizes the idea that stories, especially when re-
peated often enough, impose order on reality according to the design of the story-
teller. Witches Abroad also thematizes such imposition as a form of oppression, with 
its eponymous trio of witches striving to stop their evil colleague who, by utilizing 
the immense power of narrative causality to be found in fairy tales, seeks to trans-
form a small city state into a realm for herself to rule over as an ostensibly “good” 
fairy godmother, whether its citizens want to live in a fairy tale or not. “Feeding 
people to stories?” an appalled protagonist Granny Weatherwax exclaims, “Twisting 
people’s lives? That’s good, is it?” (Witches, 243). This is, as I read it, an extreme exag-
geration of the concept of propaganda and the very idea of stories as means for 
defining nations, allowed by the peculiar ontology of Discworld: a thought experi-
ment on weaponized storytelling.  

Another examination of the idea of a world shaped by stories is to be found in 
Reaper Man, this time focusing on dissolving boundaries between metaphors and re-
ality. By the internal logic of Discworld, just like retelling stories forces events to 
happen according to a repeating narrative pattern, symbols that recur often enough 
become indistinguishable from things they symbolize. This is why belief is, in this 
world, “one of the most powerful organic forces in the multiverse” (Reaper, 103): it 
gives material, anthropomorphic existence to abstract things people believe in, in-
cluding all kinds of gods83 but also one of Discworld’s most iconic and beloved 
characters:  

It created Death. Not death, which is merely a technical term for a state caused by 
prolonged absence of life, but Death, the personality. He evolved, as it were, along 
with life. As soon as a living thing was even dimly aware of the concept of suddenly 
becoming a non-living thing, there was Death. He was Death long before humans 
even considered him; they only added the shape and all the scythe and robe business 
to a personality that was already millions of years old. (ibid., 104) 

In the weird ontology of Discworld, Death must appear as a tall, black-robed skele-
ton with a scythe – the ubiquitous grim reaper character familiar from the danse ma-
cabre theme of late medieval art – because that is how he is pictured in people’s 

 
83 Gods being created and destroyed by belief or lack thereof is an old recurring trope 
of fantasy pantheons. Typically,  these belief -fueled gods grow more or less powerful 
depending on the number of followers and prayers they have: examples beside 
Discworld  include Fred Saberhagen’s The Book of Swords (1984–1999), David Eddings’ 
Elenium (1989–1991) and Tamuli  (1992–1995) trilogies, Neil Gaiman’s American Gods 
(2001), Steven Erikson’s Malazan Book of the Fallen 1999–2011), and Ann Leckie’s The 
Raven Tower  (2019). 
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collective imagination. He also rides a pale horse, of course, as the personification 
of death famously does in the biblical Book of Revelation, although it is noted that 
the horse is just an ordinary animal and his name is Binky (ibid., 17). Lifetimes of the 
people whose souls Death collects are represented by hourglasses, a motif familiar 
from the vanitas theme popular in Renaissance and Baroque era paintings – and ex-
plicitly reflected as metaphors as well, although as Death himself points out, “JUST 
BECAUSE SOMETHING IS A METAPHOR DOESN’T MEAN IT CAN’T BE REAL” (ibid., 
194).84 Death is, after all, himself an anthropomorphized abstraction given shape by 
belief and symbolism, which does not contradict him also being a person, with an 
affable disposition, a fascination with humanity and a great liking of cats. In 
Discworld, there is no ontological separation between metaphors and their mean-
ings: the metaphor is the meaning.  

In Reaper Man, this idea is extrapolated on with a scenario that unfolds when 
Death is fired from his job and, as a result, the important public service of ushering 
departing souls off the world is disrupted. Consequently, there is a sudden surplus 
of leftover life floating around and giving tangible shape to abstractions that would 
not be nearly believable enough for that in normal circumstances. The most signifi-
cant among them is a parasitic “metaphorical lifeform, living off cities” and sucking 
them dry of “whatever spirit they had” (Reaper, 213). This parasite first appears as 
thousands of tacky souvenir snow globes which then “hatch” into shopping trolleys, 
until it finally manifests as a tentacled Lovecraftian monster that is, simultaneously, 
a malevolent shopping mall which hypnotizes people – the concept of consumerism 
turned into an eldritch abomination. Via this literalization of an abstraction Reaper 
Man satirizes the capitalist consumer society, estranged in an extreme manner by its 
displacement into a pseudo-medieval fantasy world where is feels utterly incongru-
ous. Cast in terms of cosmic horror à la H. P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos, the mon-
strous shopping mall also blends the metaphor of consumerism with the existential 
terror posed by the void that, in Lovecraft’s famously nihilistic work, underlies the 
insignificant human existence (e. g. Wilson 2016, 17).85 As a result, banal realities of 
life in the capitalist society are transformed into an uncanny attack from another 

 
84 Death’s speech is always rendered in small caps in Discworld novels.  
85 This cosmicist philosophy of Lovecraft ’s has also been interpreted by some scholars 
to be “post-modern in nature” (Wilson 2016, 23) given that it  amounts to a “decon-
structive gesture of questioning and unsett ling metaphysically privileged systems of 
all kinds” (Burleson 2009, 158–159). Dubbing Lovecraft’s work postmodern, let alone 
postmodern is t  fict ion would of course be anachronistic and a lso ignore its marginal  
status as pulp fiction. However, this observation still demonstrates quite well that 
the existential themes explored in 20 th-century literature do span the Great Divide – 
a fact which the polar izing rhetoric of the opposit ion between literary and popular 
fict ion is liable to obscure.  
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dimension that is, paradoxically, something dreamed up by human minds yet com-
pletely alien and hostile to human spirit.  

In essence, Discworld as a model of alternative ontology constitutes an extreme 
literalization of both Saussurean linguistics and the Freudian concept of magical 
thinking: in this world, reality is literally produced by signifying systems, and so be-
comes exactly what people believe it to be. By extrapolating on the implications of 
such literalizations, Pratchett’s work explores a wide variety of questions about how 
the world would be if it was indeed, as per the Baudrillardian notion of postmodern-
ist simulacrum, indistinguishable from the mind perceiving it, the language depicting 
it, and the stories told about it (see Rayment 2014, 202). From this vantage it is clear 
why Pratchett is, as he once himself wryly noted, sometimes considered by scholars 
to be “a post-modern fantasy writer” (2015, 90). Andrew Rayment, a Marxist fantasy 
scholar, certainly thinks so: in his view, there is a tension in Pratchett’s fantasy be-
tween a salutary “postmodern” continuation of the modernist project of estranging 
social reality and a lamentable “postmodern” tendency for fiction, via gratuitous re-
flection of its own artifice, to “annihilate” itself as a medium (2014, 175). For Ray-
ment, the metafiction in Pratchett’s work destabilizes its power of representation, 
getting it so involved in stories it “gets confused about what is real” (ibid., 197) itself 
– which, in his view, negates its otherwise significant potential for political interven-
tion. This is, of course, exactly the modernist line of thinking against which Waugh 
defends postmodernist metafiction in general, with her thesis that the overt fiction-
ality itself provides models for understanding the pervasive textuality of the post-
modern sense of reality (1984, 18). 

Trying to interpret Discworld as a mirror for an objective, pre-given reality, Ray-
ment somewhat misses the point anyway. Pratchett’s fantasy world is after all, ac-
cording to the omniscient narrator of Reaper Man, not a mirror of the world but a 
mirror of worlds, plural – its thematization of stories reflects on the myriad and 
changeable narratively constructed worlds that make up the scope of human exist-
ence. Yet despite this strikingly postmodernist response to reality, I would not myself 
consider Pratchett a “post-modern fantasy writer,” for the reasons I already ex-
plained in the previous chapter: as a genre-affiliating author, he participates in a tra-
dition that is as much a counterbalance for canonical postmodernism as it is akin to 
it in terms of its ontological questioning and metatextuality. As my analysis above 
demonstrates, works of fantasy by Pratchett, Le Guin and even Tolkien employ, in 
a manner similar to postmodernist literary fiction, a combination of highly involved 
world-building with a reflection of the textual and narrative artifice of those worlds. 
However, as I already noted in the case of Tolkien, the foregrounding of artifice in 
all these works fails to have the disturbing, anti-illusory effect usually associated with 
postmodernist metafiction. According to Attebery, the ability of fantasy fiction to be 
like this, “self-referential without being self-destructive,” stems from the blatancy of 
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its “untruth” that makes it more resistant to self-doubt than “more sophisticated 
genres” (1992, 53). Because the illusion of reality is obvious as an illusion due to the 
impossibility of the fantasy world, he reasons, it cannot be taken as literally true an-
yway (also 2014, 21), and therefore its “truth” cannot be undermined by its exposure 
as fiction.  

However, I think the ability of Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s works to blend 
metafiction with their sense of relatively stable worlds has more to it than their ob-
vious artifice. As I see it, this transcendence of boundaries is enabled by the narra-
tively constructed quality encoded into the very ontology of their worlds. These 
worlds are all, either implicitly or explicitly, established to be made of words, stories, 
signs, symbols: they are alternative configurations of reality where “normal” rules of 
representation do not and cannot apply. They are, in essence, studies in fictionality. 
Crucially, these worlds can still be perceived as coherent models of reality all the 
same – it just takes a bit of attention and imaginative effort on the part of the reader 
to figure out how they work. This effort at making sense of strange imaginary worlds 
is, as I noted in the introduction and will argue at length in Part II, at the heart of 
readerly engagements with fantasy fiction. These worlds are, like those of postmod-
ernist fiction, ontological riddles the reader is invited to work on – but unlike typical 
postmodernist riddles, which are unsolvable by design, the fantasy worlds analyzed 
here can be configured into relatively coherent wholes. Therefore, while the decon-
structive metafiction undermining ontologies of postmodernism can be conceived 
of as a means for creating models for reflecting on the postmodern reality or, rather, 
lack thereof, the metafictional world-building developed in the fantasy tradition also 
produces models – but not of the ephemeral quality of reality or the anxiety-infusing 
instability of meaning, but of ways stories can be used to communicate ideas, shape worlds 
and give meaning to existence (cf. Huber 2014, 47–48; Polvinen 2021, 386).  

Postmodernist metafiction is usually celebrated – that is, when it is not being 
denounced as politically sterile (e. g. Rayment 2014, 174; see Waugh 1984, 10) – for 
its tendency to expose the artifice of the so-called reality and dismantle its hierarchic 
separation from storytelling. Fantasy novels like those by Tolkien, Le Guin and 
Pratchett participate in this same quest for fictionality by taking the idea of a world 
built in storytelling and having some fun with it, preferring an audaciously imaginary 
model of a postmodern world over contemplation of the futility of trying to imitate 
the postmodern world. The crisis of representation, in such storytelling, is not “es-
caped” from or ignored, but taken as an opportunity to invent alternative ways for 
fiction to respond to reality beyond mere reflection (cf. Waugh 1984, 42). The Lord 
of the Rings experiments with mythic patterns; The Earthsea Cycle contemplates the 
power and danger inherent in language; and Discworld novels use absurdist exaggera-
tion and parody as vehicles for satire. In such pursuits, the narratively constructed 
quality of the imaginary world makes it an experimental configuration of reality to be 
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examined, rather than an illusion to be undermined. This is why, as repeatedly ob-
served in the analyses above, the estranging metafictional devices in self-reflective 
fantasy fiction do not have a deconstructive effect on the world but a literalizing one: 
by making the artifice of the world tangible, they render that artifice itself available 
for both immersive experience (see Polvinen 2021, 389) and estranged scrutiny. 

This conclusion recalls Chu’s notion, discussed early on in this chapter, that this 
kind of fiction serves to make elusive “cognitively estranging referents” available for 
representation (2010, 7) – the referent in question in these cases being the narratively 
constructed nature of postmodern versions of reality. Specifically, according to Chu, 
fantastic fiction manages this feat because its “tendency to elicit literal interpretations 
almost as a matter of course” allows it to “transcend the literal/figurative dichot-
omy” (ibid., 10) – as she notes, several authors of fantasy and science fiction, among 
them Le Guin, have also noted the inclination of well-versed readers of these genres 
to take literal meanings of metaphorical language for granted. The idea that science 
fiction – and, by extension, fantasy – literalizes metaphors is a recurring observation 
in scholarship of the genre (e. g. Stockwell 2000, 196–197; McHale 2018, 318; 
Polvinen 2018, 67–68), possibly starting from Tzvetan Todorov’s observation in his 
theory of the fantastic that “[t]he supernatural often appears because we take a fig-
urative sense literally” (1977, 76–77). As I see it, this liability to get interpreted liter-
ally by readers is, at least in the case of fantasy, tied to the self-legitimization inherent 
in its world-building I discussed earlier: there is no pressing reason to immediately 
reach for figurative interpretations of things like Tolkien’s predestination, Earthsea’s 
absolutely true language or Pratchett’s self-fulfilling stories, because the ontologies 
of their respective worlds can accommodate the literal ones as “true” (cf. Hume 
1984, 81). This, incidentally, is also one reason fantasy, compared to modernist and 
postmodernist canons, usually calls for relatively “easy” reading strategies, at least on 
the surface level (cf. Alber 2016, 50).  

However, the question of why readers of fantasy tend to opt for literal interpre-
tations instead of figurative ones is somewhat beside the point – and in fact, the 
assumption that there even is such a binary readerly choice between mutually incom-
patible options (cf. Todorov 1977, 33; McHale 1987, 82–83) is misleading. The ab-
stractions in the works discussed above do not, after all, merely turn into ontological 
patterns of the imaginary worlds when they are literalized. If they did, they would 
lose their figurative connotations and therefore, of course, cease to be recognizable 
as metaphors: there would not be that tangible sense of dissolving ontological 
boundaries I repeatedly note above. Tolkien’s novel literalizes the narrative structure 
of a mythic story into “fate” and in doing so collapses ontological distinction be-
tween events and their narrative representations; Le Guin’s Old Speech equates re-
ality with language; and Pratchett’s weird world, with its inbuilt logic of narrative 
causality, fuses all sorts of symbols and metaphors together with things they 
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represent. All of the works analyzed here, in other words, combine literal and figurative 
connotations to the same ontological level, or have them “share ontological status” 
(Chu 2010, 67), and achieve an estranging effect by compelling the reader to choose 
both. In so doing, they also refuse a binary distinction between their imaginary worlds 
as places and the texts by which those worlds are constructed (cf. Polvinen 2021, 
397). Like Discworld’s Death, they dispute the idea that metaphors are separate from 
things they signify – and, by extension, contest the assumption inherent in postmod-
ernist deconstruction that just being constructed in storytelling makes a world any 
less “real.” 

I will discuss literalization of metaphors, as well as other aspects of the quest for 
fictionality, ongoing in more contemporary fantasy fiction, at greater length in Part 
II. A final point I want to make here, before continuing my discussion of the crisis 
of representation, is that as my analyses in this section repeatedly show, the tran-
scendence of the dichotomy between literal and figurative these works of fantasy 
perform in their world-building is not an end unto itself but a means to an end (cf. 
Tolkien 2006, 116). The worlds constructed in this manner are not created to be 
subjected to immediate deconstruction, but to be used as instruments for conducting spec-
ulative thought experiments. As alternative scenarios of how a narratively constructed 
world might work, they prompt further extrapolation on the implications thereof: 
The Lord of the Rings invites considerations of how grand, mythic narratives make the 
world meaningful; The Wizard of Earhsea raises questions of power, danger and re-
sponsibility involved in the usage of the world-constituting language; and Witches 
Abroad and Reaper Man use the literalizing power of Discworld ontology to estrange 
and satirize things like propaganda and consumerism, respectively, on a highly con-
ceptual level. These imaginary worlds, therefore, serve a rhetorical purpose as, to bor-
row Roine’s term (2016, 76), “communicational artefacts” that enable speculation 
on ideas raised by their ontological peculiarities. As my analysis here goes to show, 
fantasy worlds afford a possibility to bring highly complex and abstract ideas to clear 
focus and render them available for tangible representation (cf. Rayment 2014, 83), 
not only by displacing them into an invented setting but also by taking them to their 
logical, most literal extremes (see Cameron 2015, 32). 

It is in this usage of conspicuously fictional worlds as instruments for experiment-
ing with alternative models of reality where, I think, lies the potential for fantasy 
fiction not just to demonstrate the irrepresentable quality of reality but to confront 
it. Via its penchant for ontology-oriented thought experiments and studies of its own 
fictionality, fantasy rethinks mimesis not as a matter of reflecting reality or even con-
structing it, but as one of speculating on how it could be organized and comprehended in a 
meaningful way, using fictional world-modeling as a tool. In 21st-century fantasy fiction, 
the metafictional quality inbuilt in its worlds grows even more pronounced and the-
matically significant than in older works, as my readings in Part II will demonstrate. 
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Abercrombie’s The Shattered Sea is a veritable study of the genre’s narrative conven-
tions and recurring tropes; Grossman’s The Magicians thematizes and deconstructs 
the very concept of escapism with its gratuitous literalization of the metaphor of 
reading-as-traveling; Ishiguro’s The Buried Giant reimagines a mythic past for England 
in the spirit of Tolkien’s legendarium but much more explicitly; and the narrative in 
Jemisin’s The Broken Earth is eventually framed as a story by which a dead character’s 
identity is reconstructed. All these works explore questions of the power of story-
telling as means by which reality is constituted and an individual’s place in it is de-
termined – recurring themes of contemporary fantasy in general. 

In this speculative approach to the fictionality of all worlds resides the ability of 
fantasy fiction to go beyond postmodernism, from symptomizing the crisis of rep-
resentation to suggesting possible resolutions to it. This potential for more construc-
tive responses to the crisis is, I hypothesize, a reason for fantasy having become such 
a prominent form of storytelling in the 21st century – for even though the story of 
postmodernism as a cultural condition and literary movement is now coming to its 
close in my retelling, the crisis of representation seems to only pick up more pace. 

2.3. The Intensifying Crisis: Dawn of the Post-Truth Discourse 
and New Challenges to Fiction 

While there are several different schools of thought on what postmodernism as a 
dominant cultural tendency was, where it stemmed from and what its effects were, a 
fairly established consensus these days is that whatever it ever was, it is now over (e. 
g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 2; Huber 2014, 1–2). When exactly postmod-
ernism “changed tenses” (McHale 2015, 1) is a matter of some debate – usual esti-
mates range from early 1990s to early 2000s, with the end of the Cold War, the 
advent of the internet, the turn of the millennium and the 9/11 as some oft-cited 
watershed moments (see ibid., 171–175; also Gibbons 2015, 31) – as is the related 
question of what happened to it. Some, like McHale (ibid., 178) and Jeffrey Nealon 
(2012, ix–x) argue that 21st-century “post-postmodernism” marks not so much a 
turning point as an “intensification and mutation within postmodernism” (ibid., ix; 
also Hassler-Forest 2016, 68): a continuation that recalls the way postmodernism 
itself carries on the modernist quest for “ever-renewing newness and ‘nextness’” 
(McHale 2015, 4).86 Others consider it more in terms of a break, suggesting that the 

 
86 From the Marxist viewpoint represented by Nealon and Hassler -Forest,  among oth-
ers,  the postmodernist condition, being a manifestation of “the cultural logic of  late 
capitalism” (Jameson 1991) , can obviously only intensify in the current world situa-
tion, where viable alternatives to capitalism become seemingly ever more remote pos-
sibilit ies .   



135 

possibilities afforded by postmodernist ironies and deconstruction simply became 
exhausted, running out of things to debunk and dismantle, which necessitates adop-
tion of new forms of expression (e. g. van den Akker & Vermeulen 2017, 5; Kon-
stantinou 2017, 88; Alber & Bell 2019, 121).  

In terms of the crisis of representation and responses to it in contemporary cul-
ture, both of these viewpoints have merit. The crisis itself is apparently escalating, as 
evidenced by the deepening alarm media discourses both academic and popular have 
expressed in recent years about so-called “post-truth” sentiment allegedly permeat-
ing our society. Such a sentiment can, as I will discuss shortly, be taken as a logical 
continuation of the crisis of representation and, as such, an intensification of a ten-
dency within postmodernism. When it comes to fiction after postmodernism, on the 
other hand – and perhaps especially the newly prominent genre of fantasy fiction – 
its responses to that crisis mark more of a break from postmodernist ethos. With the 
illusoriness of reality becoming not so much an issue in need of exposure but rather 
an established status quo propagated by dominant media discourses, the expressive 
potential of the fragile, undermined ontologies of postmodernist fiction is indeed 
diminished. In this situation, 21st-century storytelling finds itself before new chal-
lenges as to how to not only illuminate the crisis of representation but confront and 
move past it – how to convey meaning in a post-truth version of the world, where the 
Lyotardian “‘unreality’ of reality” has become, as it seems, a banal matter of fact. The 
ontological poetics of fantasy and its speculative outlook to the world outside, I will 
argue, make it a form of storytelling particularly well-placed to face these challenges. 

As I stressed in the introduction to this part, I do not intend to take any firm 
stance as to whether the impression of contemporary reality suggested by the post-
truth discourse – that is, the idea that our society has indeed entered a “post-truth 
era” – is accurate or not. This question is in fact subject to some debate within the 
discourse itself. Many, perhaps most, participants in the theorization of the post-
truth treat the notion as a matter of fact, an empirical observation about the perilous 
state of contemporary society (e. g. McIntyre 2018); some, like Julian Baggini, instead 
argue that “the claim we live in a post-truth world is the most pernicious untruth of 
them all” (2017, 10), complicit as it may be in legitimizing the notion that truth has 
indeed ceased to matter. The ill-defined and buzzwordy quality of the term itself (see 
Hyvönen 2018, 31–32; Habgood-Coote 2019, 1043–1044), the considerable political 
connotations of its usage (see Mair 2017, 3; Fuller 2018, 6) and the sheer challenge 
of periodizing the present are all issues that make the question of the veracity of the 
post-truth discourse lie well outside the scope of this thesis. However, I can and will 
address the post-truth discourse itself as a discourse, as I find the impression of the 
world it projects of interest to my attempt to make an inroad from the postmodernist 
stage of the crisis of representation into a more contemporary one – as well as to my 
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effort to highlight the ways the current world-situation challenges fiction to rethink 
its responses to the outside world again.87  

The world described – or rather, configured – in this discourse is a fairly night-
marish zone of relentless paranoia, extreme relativism, conspiracy theories, “fake 
news” and “alternative facts” (see Lewandowsky et al., 2017, 360). It is an infor-
mation-era dystopia, of sorts, where anything could be real and everybody feels en-
titled to their own “personal truth,” “with the individual sovereign over their own 
interpretation of reality” (Baggini 2017, 71; also Rochlin 2017, 386; Browse et al. 
2019, 248) – and where a universally accepted, true consensus reality has supposedly 
been lost. This is a sort of master narrative of the post-truth, a story that roughly 
follows the trajectory of the conventional story of modernism and postmodernism, 
and the developing crisis of representation. From the vantage of that story, of course, 
it is quite late to the party. McHale’s 1990s account on postmodernism, for example, 
already includes musings on living in “a world where simulacra preempt reality and 
nothing is more fictitious than ‘real life’” (1992, 207); the same sentiment is expressed 
by Hassler-Forest’s musing that in a world riddled with “postmodernist condition” 
fantasy worlds feel more real than reality. Postmodernism as it is constructed in ac-
ademic writing is, indeed, already “post-truth” in the sense that the concept of 
“truth” is “part of the metaphysical baggage which poststructuralism seeks to aban-
don,” as Jameson puts it (1991, 12; also McIntyre 2018, 125); and also in the sense 
that the poetics of the literature discussed in that writing, as Hutcheon notes, is all 
about questioning the notion of monolithic truth (1988, 48).  

Truth, in the sense of a “plain and simple” reference to a singular objective reality 
(see Baggini 2017, 5–6; cf. Hassan 2003, 6), has then long been problematized, re-
conceptualized in terms of social construction subject to ideological assumptions or 
even perceived as obsolete. The world projected by the post-truth discourse is, in 
this sense, merely an extremely literal interpretation of a Baudrillardian simulacrum 
or hyperreality: a zone where textually crafted impressions of reality really do float 
around without reference to any common ontological grounding. This is why Lee 
McIntyre, for one, lays the blame for the alleged post-truth sentiment squarely at the 
door of academic postmodernism, calling it “the godfather of post-truth” (2018, 
150). He denounces the postmodernist questioning of an objective reality as a reck-
less act, snidely remarking that it is “all fun and games to attack truth in the academy” 
but that such a “game” has dangerous consequences when it is inevitably co-opted 
by science denialists, conspiracy theorists and unscrupulous politicians (ibid., 145). 
Jonathan Mair makes a similar note concerning audiences of those agents, arguing 
that the public has “adopted bastardized versions of relativism and skepticism” that 
“trickle down” from academic postmodernism (2017, 4). By both of these accounts, 

 
87 I have previously discussed the post -truth discourse and literary speculation as a 
means for confronting it  in Kraatila 2019.   
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then, this trend in academic thinking has released a genie that would have been better 
left in the bottle. Even though both McIntyre and Mair concede that the version of 
postmodernism weaponized by post-truth politics is rather twisted and not exactly 
nuanced (McIntyre 2018, 127), McIntyre in particular holds postmodernist thinkers 
culpable for putting their dangerous ideas out there in the first place, giving immoral 
demagogues and their ignorant audiences the chance to corrupt them (ibid.). 

It should be stressed that the understanding of postmodernism involved in these 
allegations is indeed quite simplistic. For one thing, McIntyre especially confuses the 
postmodernist emphasis on the interpretive quality and cultural mediation of our 
shared reality with outright denial of the existence of objective facts (2018, 10; cf. 
Hutcheon 1988, 16; Baggini 2017, 70; Hyvönen 2018, 35–36).88 In this he constructs, 
himself, a bastardized version of postmodernist thinking akin to that allegedly em-
ployed by peddlers of post-truth, conflating the plurality of different versions of re-
ality that academic postmodernism advocates for with a notion that all those versions 
are equally valid (cf. Hyvönen 2018, 33). McIntyre’s tendency to lump together ideas 
of what is factual, what is real and what is true, as if they were all the same thing (cf. 
ibid., 34), amounts to a rather obtuse insistence that this plurality ought to be ignored 
– that truth is a plain and simple matter after all, and claiming otherwise is misguided 
or even “evil” (2018, 148; cf. Fuller 2018, 5).89 Another related “nuance” of academic 
postmodernism that McIntyre misses is, of course, that far from blithely declaring 
that anything goes, the ethos of postmodernism is that no “truth” should go very far 
without any scrutiny of who establishes it and for what purpose (cf. Baggini 2017, 

 
88 There is ,  no doubt, some anti -science sentiment to be found in the postmodernist 
philosophy McIntyre attributes to “the academic left” – and he does cite some egre-
gious if rather obscure examples. However, his extremely biased account on “the 
science wars” between virtuous scientists and degenerate postmodernists,  the former 
defending their justifiably privileged perspective against the latter’s “complete rejec-
tion of  and disrespect for truth and objectivity” (2018, 127) makes a strawman villain 
out of academic postmodernism in general.  
89 McIntyre partakes in the post -truth discourse from the perspective of opposing 
science denialism (2018, 14–15), and his main concern therefore seems to be the 
public’s eroding trust in scientists and tradit ional authorit ies rather than the nuanced 
understanding of the social construction of reality that was central to the project of 
postmodernism. For him, climate change and other imminent disasters fueled by this 
lack of trust apparently create a moral imperative to abandon this project and advo-
cate instead for the notion of singular and self -evident reality – not necessarily be-
cause it  is  more truthful but because it  would be pragmatic in the current world 
situation. The pragmatism of this perspective, however, is  undermined by a resultant 
lack of suggestions as to how to counter the post -truth sentiment. In the absence of 
a nuanced understanding of “truth” as subject to complex network of beliefs and 
social connections (cf.  Baggini 2017, 99 –101), all McIntyre has to offer in the way of 
a solution is rigorous fact-checking (2018, 156–157) which, unfortunately,  actual 
post-truth rhetoric is designed to resi st rather well (see Rochlin 2017, 389; Hyvönen 
2018, 47; Mäkelä 2019, 459).  
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5). This Foucauldian emphasis on the interrelation of truth and power, it seems to 
me, would make postmodernist thinking a potentially powerful rebuttal of the post-
truth sentiment rather than an endorsement of it, promoting critical thinking con-
cerning ideas that are presented as self-evidently true.  

Accordingly, blaming postmodernism itself for the rise of the post-truth rhetoric, 
in politics or elsewhere, is rather disingenuous; on the contrary, if anything, post-
modernism is meant to oppose such rhetoric.90 However, I concede it to McIntyre 
and Mair that there are echoes of the postmodernist plurality of perspectives and 
suspicion of authoritative truth claims in the kind of political and popular speech 
that tends to be labeled post-truth – with the important caveat that in these echoes 
both of these tenets of postmodernism are also distorted into nearly opposites of 
their original intentions. This intensification and mutation of traits within postmod-
ernism effectively goes so far it constitutes not a continuation but a break, from post-
modernism to a bad caricature of postmodernism. The plurality of perspectives becomes 
reduced into a notion that everyone’s “personal truth” is equally valid and nonnego-
tiable; therefore, openness to alternative viewpoints championed by postmodernists 
is turned around and refashioned into a “conversation stopper” (Baggini 2017, 71).  

Of course, another lesson taught by academic postmodernism is that the notion 
of a post-truth world, as I noted above, is itself constructed in this post-truth dis-
course (cf. McHale 1992, 1–3); if the state of the world is to be addressed in these 
terms, it cannot be separated by the master narrative by which it is configured and 
made discussable. In this sense, the notion of a connection between postmodernism 
and post-truth is even self-justifying, built in the post-truth world by participants in 
the discourse like McIntyre, Mair and, at this point, me. This discourse may also well 
be, as Baggini argues, dangerous in itself, culpable as its imposition of its dystopic 
narrative on the world is in legitimizing and disseminating a sense of fragmented 
reality where truth does not matter anymore. The narrative it imposes on our world, 
no doubt in an honest pursuit of exposing and opposing the post-truth sentiment – 
to tell another, better story to counter the barrage of misinformation (cf. Meretoja 
& Davis 2018, 8) – makes the post-truth discourse also liable to further popularize 
the bastardized versions of postmodernist relativism and skepticism, especially given 
its prominence in current media environment (see Kraatila 2019). This discourse, 
then, has probably had its role to play in the way the notion of “‘unreality’ of reality” 
has broken through to cultural mainstream as that pernicious parody of itself. The 
impression of a complete “lack of shared reality” (Hyvönen 2018, 48) is becoming a 

 
90 Postmodernist suspicion of ostensibly self -evident truths and seemingly innocuous 
representation of reality did, after all,  respond on some level to the highly effective 
uses of such rhetoric in totalitarian propaganda in the first half of the 20 th century, 
viewed by some as a historical precursor for contemporary post -truth polit ics (e. g. 
Hyvönen 2018, 40). 
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new normal; or, as McHale puts it, “[t]he erosion of ontological stability and the 
toppling of paramount reality, staples of the postmodern imagination since at least 
Borges, are becoming sober facts” (2015, 180–181).91 To evoke Shklovsky’s concep-
tion of habitualization, the postmodernist “sensation” of the world is not a matter 
of fresh perception anymore but one of stale “knowing” – a banal thing taken for 
granted (cf. 1965, 11–12). 

What, then, does any of this have to do with the ontological concerns of fiction 
in general – or fantasy in particular? Why is the genre flourishing in an age where the 
crisis of representation intensifies into full-blown fragmentation of reality? Is it be-
cause in a world where empirically verifiable facts do not much matter in “real life,” 
it little matters anymore if worlds of fiction bear no relation to objective reality either 
(cf. Dunne & Raby 2013, 77; Suvin 2016a, 21)? Or is Suvin putting his finger to it 
after all with his simple remark, quoted at the beginning of this part of my study, 
that it is characteristic to fantasy to be in great demand in troubled times, providing 
people “new sacred books” and communal forms of cultural expression amidst 
weakening central authority and tottering ideological hegemonies (2016b, 422)? Or 
is it, in the end, a matter of straightforward escapism, with people yearning for sim-
pler fantasy worlds that offer some respite from the confusion of the daily news 
cycle and its endless stream of conflicting stories, hot takes and catastrophizing (cf. 
Tolkien 2006, 151–152)? There may be some truth to be found in all these specula-
tions – and they might provide hypotheses for a fascinating empirical study – but 
the reasons so many actual readers enjoy fantasy stories these days are, of course, 
ultimately unanswerable with the methods of this thesis. However, when the post-
truth discourse is considered as a backdrop against which contemporary fiction is 
written, it is clear to me that this extreme intensification of the crisis of representa-
tion presents fiction – and the study of the same – with challenges that are quite 
profoundly different from those faced by 20th-century postmodernism.  

On the one hand, the post-truth discourse prompts questions about the very dis-
tinction of fiction in a world where reality is a matter of interpretation anyway; on the 
other, it challenges fiction to come up with means for confronting the established notion 
of an irrepresentable world. Whether one seriously believes that references to a singular 
shared reality have become obsolete or not, the idea is becoming increasingly nor-
malized as it keeps cropping up in academic and popular post-truth discourse. This 
means, as I argued above, that the unreality or social construction of reality is no 

 
91 McHale makes this point concerning the way advances in digital media f orms have 
“have virtual realit ies more pervasive than ever before in human history” (2015, 180) 
and the boundaries between online identit ies,  reality shows and so -called “real life” 
become increasingly blurred as a consequence. This erosion of “the strict division of  
what is real and what is imaginary or virtual” (Pettersson 2016, 21) also plays a role 
in the more general impression of a fragmentation of shared reality, and can be con-
ceived of as one aspect of the post-truth condition.  



140 

more a novel idea to be uncovered and scrutinized, and exposure of the artifice of 
reality is therefore not a particularly radical act either. When the impossibility of im-
itating an objective reality outside fiction is taken for granted, pointing out limits of 
artistic representation does not challenge a status quo but merely illustrates it (see 
Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 6; Huber 2014, 24; Konstantinou 2017, 90–91). 
Simply rethinking mimesis in terms of world-simulation or world-creation, as do 
postmodernist fiction and much of its contemporaneous fantasy, does not suffice to 
estrange habitual perceptions of reality anymore; postmodernist poetics and theory 
have thus both had some of their teeth pulled (also van den Akker & Vermeulen 
2017, 3; Alber & Bell 2019, 131). Like the post-truth discourse itself, fiction that 
merely illuminates the unreality of reality is liable to exacerbate the crisis of repre-
sentation – and when the crisis has, as it seems, already intensified to its logical peak, 
finding ways to alleviate it instead may hold more appeal and perceived value to both 
creators and audiences of fiction. 

At the first stage of the crisis of representation, which prompted the ontological 
questioning of postmodernist fiction and its fantasy counterpart, it could be consid-
ered a welcome challenge to the dated mimetic conceits of realism and modernism. 
Accordingly, the art of storytelling on both sides of the Great Divide found some 
purpose in catalyzing the crisis, reimagining fiction as “a site of de-naturalizing critique” 
(Hutcheon 2002, 3) or a challenge “to common-place, common-sense, representations 
of ‘reality’” (Rayment 2014). The main thing both the fragile ontologies of postmod-
ernism and the obviously imaginary ones of fantasy communicate in terms of their 
responses to reality is that the world inside the fiction does not imitate the one out-
side – or is not and could not be real. Postmodernist fiction, aware of the reality-
warping power of representation, keeps its own power in check by issuing no truth 
claims but only negations of the same, questioning for the sake of questioning, and 
refusing to commit to any definitive answers (see Hutcheon 1988, 42; 2002, 128). At 
that stage of the crisis, then, old notions of accessing reality through storytelling were 
thoroughly deconstructed. At the current second stage, as it were, there is little left 
to dismantle; and instead of an oppressive hegemonic notion of one true reality, what 
is perceived as a threat to be confronted is the near-complete lack of any shared 
reality, a sense of fragmentation and ensuing ironic detachment gone too far (see 
McLaughlin 2012, 213). Therefore, art might now face the task of reinventing mi-
mesis, again, as a form of responding to and interacting with some form of external 
reality, rather than merely undermining its presumed singularity.  

As for what form this new conception of mimesis might take, this is where 21st-
century fantasy fiction, from my vantage, can shed some light to the project of fiction 
after postmodernism in general. Outlining this project is the subject of the next chap-
ter; at this point, it suffices to note that what stands out to me, as well as several 
others theorizing movement beyond postmodernism (e. g. Vermeulen & van den 
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Akker 2010, 5; Nealon 2012, 148; Huber 2014, 12), is a certain kind of pragmatism: a 
notion that even if there is no returning to a conceit of “innocent” representation, 
fiction must find means to convey some sense of a shared reality all the same. This 
constitutes a shift of focus, on the on hand, from the recognition of the impossibility 
of representation to an attempt to reimagine storytelling as a meaningful form of 
communication “in spite of it” (Huber 2014, 6) – and, on the other, from a suspicion 
of the power of narrative to questions of how that power could or should be used. In 
what constitutes a clear departure from postmodernist ethos, storytelling is under-
stood not as a fake imposition of artificial meaning on the world (cf. Kelly 2010, 137) 
but rather “accepted as crucial to human existence” as Hanna Meretoja puts it (2014, 
3): an interface for human engagement with worlds both inside and outside fiction 
and, as such, not to be undermined but rather carefully examined. Accordingly, the 
worlds of fiction, in general, become perceived as vehicles for sharing versions of 
reality (see Pettersson 2016, 20) – and, in a sentiment echoing that expressed by 
Discworld’s Death quoted in the previous section, those versions do not need to be 
any less “real” just for being mediated or even configured in language.  

The attitude of 21st-century storytelling, therefore, breaks from postmodernism 
in its notion that the unreality of narratively constructed reality is itself a dubious 
dogma (cf. Baggini 2018, 10) to be contested. A singular reality, in short, may not 
ever become imitable, but the understanding of mimesis as world-creation does not 
need to equate the concept with producing mere illusions, either – and if storytelling 
creates a plurality or worlds, it can also provide people with means for interpreting and 
navigating this tangled system of reality, sharing it, shaping it and caring for it (cf. Hyvönen 
2018, 46–47; Meretoja & Davis 2018, 7). Mimesis, and along with it the very purpose 
of fiction, is accordingly subtly rethought again: world-building becomes a means 
not only for estranging habitual perceptions of reality but for modeling new, potentially 
useful ones. This, as my previous discussion of the world-building projects in the nov-
els of Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett demonstrates, is where the ontological poetics 
characteristic to these self-reflective works of fantasy provides a model for moving 
forward. As I concluded there, these works exemplify a tendency within the genre’s 
tradition to reflect on storytelling as a world-creating activity in a way that, unlike the 
more postmodernist flavor of metafiction, does not undermine the ontologies of the 
created worlds but makes them highly tangible instruments for conducting specula-
tion on what such an experimental ontology would entail. These fantasy worlds are 
made vehicles for thought experiments about what a world that was literally ruled by 
the logic of the myth like Middle-earth, or made of powerful words like Earthsea, or 
constructed in metaphoric language like Discworld, would look like, and how one 
might cope with living in such a world. 

Not all fantasy stories, obviously enough, partake in the kind of self-reflective 
world-building exemplified by Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s works. However, 
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these examples do demonstrate that reflection of storytelling as powerful world-cre-
ating activity has been a recurring part of the ontological poetics of fantasy fiction from 
the beginning – it is a facet of that ever-looming mountain Tolkien’s work consti-
tutes. More pertinently, as I see it, that inclination towards thematizing storytelling 
has grown more prominent in 21st-century fantasy. As I mentioned before, all of the 
works in my main corpus typify this trend towards more metafictional fantasy; and 
so do, to name only a few examples, the abundance of critical or parodic fairy-tale 
retellings,92 genre-conscious fantasies subverting their own conventions93 and overt 
metafictional ruminations on the power of stories94 that have been published in the 
last couple of decades. If fantasy as a rule does, as Attebery convincingly asserts, spin 
stories about stories, contemporary fantasy being written – and well-received – in 
this “age of storytelling” as Meretoja dubs it (2014, 2; also Salmon 2010, 4), takes 
this old tendency of the genre far further. The ontological considerations by which 
fantasy responded to the first stage of the crisis of representation gave rise to a by 
now fairly well-established philosophical tradition of examining the relations be-
tween stories and worlds – a tradition which makes contemporary fantasy a form of 
fiction particularly well-equipped to address the second stage of that crisis, as I will 
argue at length in the next chapter.  

Inviting the reader to entertain experimental configurations of a narratively cre-
ated reality, contemporary fantasy continues the postmodernist quest for fictionality 
while simultaneously breaking from the notion that something being created in sto-
rytelling is antithetical to it being “real.” In the phase of this quest that goes beyond 
postmodernist suspicion of representation, experimental ontologies of fantasy fic-
tion provide not just insight in the textuality of any reality (cf. Waugh 1984, 2) but 
also suggestions of what to do with such insight. How to live in a narratively created 
world? How to contribute to it? What kind of a world should we build for ourselves 
and each other? These are some of the pragmatic and ethical considerations 

 
92 Some prominent examples of such retellings Andrzej Sapkowski’s The Witcher series 
(1993–2013) and its wildly popular video game (2007 –) and tv-series (2019–) adapta-
tions, the ABC tv series Once Upon a Time  (2011–2018) and Naomi Novik’s novels 
Uprooted (2015) and Spinning Sil ver (2018).  
93 Abercrombie’s and Grossman’s works discussed in this thesis are both examples of 
this trend. A Song of  Ice  and Fire ,  where it  is  recurrently observed that life is nothing 
like chivalric romances – or, by implication, Tolkien-inspired fantasy  – is another 
prominent one; so are Harry Potter novels, which deconstruct some long -standing 
fantasy staples,  such as the protagonist being “the chosen one,” and a prophecy fore-
telling his deeds. 
94 The probably most widely known recent example of an overt  invocation of the 
power of stories happens in the series finale of Game o f Thrones ,  where Tyrion Lan-
nister gives a gratuitous monologue on how “[t]here’s nothing in the world more  
powerful than a good story” when it  comes to uniting people – a thinly veiled meta-
fictional reference, as it seems, to the idea of the tv show itself forming a community 
of fans around itself.  
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surrounding the notion that the stories people choose to tell and retell have power 
to shape reality – and in encouraging its readers to conduct thought experiments 
pertaining to such questions, contemporary fiction can provide its readers with tools 
for facing the post-truth world in a constructive and critically self-aware manner. In 
this pragmatic outlook to storytelling, the quest of fictionality also becomes a quest 
for the uses and potential misuses of fictionality (cf. Huber & Funk 2017, 153) – a line of 
inquiry which contemporary fiction shares, as I noted in the introduction of this part, 
with the more general “narrative turn” across humanities and social sciences (e. g. 
Meretoja 2014, 5; Roussin 2017, 385; Dawson 2017, 406), as well as the related “eth-
ical turn” that gives focus on helpful and harmful effects of the uses of storytelling 
(e. g. Korthals Altes 2013, 26; Pettersson 2016, 26). 

In the unstable world which the post-truth discourse projects, to conclude, the 
solid and coherent worlds built in contemporary fantasy fiction are not so much 
places to escape from the ontological instability of the world outside fiction as they 
are vehicles for engaging with concerns highly relevant to the post-truth conception 
of reality (cf. Polvinen 2021, 399–400). In a sense, the very notion that fantasy worlds 
are inimical or antithetical to “real world” becomes questionable in a situation where 
the latter requires bracketing into scare quotes. It is, of course, obvious that things 
like hobbits, wizards, giant space turtles and the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros do 
not and cannot exist outside fiction (cf. Attebery 2014, 2). However, it is much less 
obvious what exactly is the qualitative difference between the kind of narrative im-
agination that gives shape to those things and the kind that produces things like 
human races, heroic leaders, anthropomorphic gods and nation states – things that, 
despite their discursive constructedness, are perceived by many as very real. “Truths 
are being created all the time,” argues Baggini (2017, 63), and therefore examining 
the ways they are created “gives us tools to respond to attempts to create new truths 
we don’t like” (ibid., 66–67). Fiction, and especially the kind of fiction that is, like 
fantasy, celebratory of its own imaginative world-creation, is a resource for gaining 
such tools: models for how different truths can be made. The speculative approach to reality 
prompted by fantasy world-building is, as I will demonstrate in the next part of my 
study, one significant way contemporary fiction presents such models – not as seri-
ous suggestions of what the world outside is like, but as invitations to consider, what 
if that world was like this?  

As I noted in the introduction of this part, I perceive it as a crucial part of the 
very distinction of fiction that it concerns itself primarily with the kinds of free-
floating and flexible signifying systems by which human beings interpret the world, 
rather than the immutable facts and laws which define the qualities of the “empirical 
world.” This is also where fiction, and especially fantasy, has specific potential to 
confront the idea of a post-truth world in a way that, unlike “serious” post-truth 
discourse, avoids legitimizing the sense of a fragmented reality. As a form of 
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communication that only deals with obviously constructed, experimental versions of 
reality, the conspicuously fictional fantasy storytelling cannot confuse interpretations 
with matters of fact, or the world it projects with the one outside – it relates to the 
latter, after all, in a purely speculative manner. Somewhat paradoxically, such specula-
tion can serve as a route back to the real, as a rhetorical device which allows fiction to 
respond to the world outside itself without committing to either the conceit that this 
world is independent of textual mediation or the idea that it is utterly unreal. In the 
next, concluding chapter of this part of my study I therefore focus on the speculative 
take on reality employed in contemporary fantasy fiction – and my main corpus of 
novels in particular – in the context of a broader 21st-century cultural trend of re-
constructing responses to reality. 
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3. A LEAP OF FAITH FOR NEW MIMESIS: 
REINVENTING RESPONSES TO REALITY  

In Grossman’s The Magicians, there is a sequence in the middle of the novel where 
the protagonist Quentin Coldwater has just graduated from the magical college of 
Brakebills and is at a complete loss over what to do with his life as a fully qualified 
magician. He is living with a couple of his equally aimless former classmates on Man-
hattan, where their idle, privileged existence rapidly dissolves into an endless string 
of drunken, drug-fueled parties that soon enough none of them enjoys anymore. For 
Quentin, the world outside his magical school has lacked sense of depth from the 
beginning – “whatever inferior stuff it was made of, meaning had refused to adhere 
to it” (Magicians, 50) – but in this sequence of exhausting hedonistic revel, this sense 
of depthlessness intensifies to the point where it comes to border on a parody of 
postmodernist ennui. “The world had become smaller and somehow lighter – noth-
ing meant anything, but what was meaning anyway but a burden that weighed them 
down?” (ibid., 290), Quentin muses, giving up on even trying to find any meaning in 
the world for a while. In a rather melodramatic expression of alienation, he tells 
himself – addressing his girlfriend Alice, whose continuing interest in the world he 
resents – that there is no point in anything: 

It was what you were supposed to do. He was living life to the fullest. Getting drunk 
and giving in to forbidden passions. That was the stuff of life. […] Well, welcome to 
life in the grown-up magical world, Alice. Magic wasn’t going to solve everything. 
Couldn’t she see that? Couldn’t she see that they were all dying, that everything was 
futile, that the only thing to do was to live and drink and fuck whatever and whomever 
while you still can? (ibid., 291)  

At this point of the story, the protagonist – slightly annoying at the best of times – 
comes across as insufferable: he is a nihilistic snob who mistakes his cynicism for 
intellectual superiority. Even wallowing in his own misery, he still finds it in himself 
to “feel a lofty pity for the garbagemen, and for all the straights and civilians. He 
wondered what they could possibly have in their uncharmed lives that made them 
think they were worth living” (ibid. 279). This mixture of apathy and contempt can, 
and does, read as a particularly bad bout of the clinical depression from which 
Quentin obviously suffers. Aside from this naturalizing reading that might invite 
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some sympathy, however, he becomes a wholly unrelatable protagonist of a stereo-
typically postmodernist story, a listless drifter in a senseless world full of surface-
level delights but with no stable meanings, no truths and no values behind the opu-
lent veneer: “They were really in trouble out here. There was nothing to hang on to. 
They couldn’t go on like this forever” (ibid., 289). This exaggeratedly postmodernist 
version of the world Quentin is trapped in becomes conflated with his mood disor-
der: his own postmodernity is thus presented as a condition he needs to somehow 
overcome, the lowest point in his search for tangible meaning for his life. This search 
soon spurs the young magician to literally flee into a world of children’s fantasy 
books – a Narnia-esque magical land called Fillory he discovers to be an alternative 
universe parallel to his own – in a belief that this fantasy kingdom which captured 
his imagination as a child must hold more meaning than drab old New York. The 
escape proves futile; even living in a storybook world Quentin remains unhappy, 
because he carries his alienation along wherever he goes.  

The postmodernist sense of nihilistic meaninglessness and the hope of escaping 
it to fantasy worlds are both given an estranging treatment by Grossman’s novel: the 
former is exaggerated into a parody of itself, the latter literalized into an actual phys-
ical journey, and both nihilism and escapism are presented in terms of a flawed atti-
tude to reality. Quentin’s problems do not, after all, stem from an innate meaning-
lessness of either of his two worlds, Earth and Fillory, but from his own inability to 
engage with those worlds in an unironic manner. Via the protagonist’s futile quest 
for a more meaningful world, The Magicians builds a metaliterary case against, on the 
one hand, the sense of emptiness associated with postmodernism and, on the other, 
the false promise to alleviate it posed by the notion of literary escapism. In so doing, 
it partakes in the quest of fiction in general beyond postmodernism, as well as the 
one within fantasy tradition towards more self-aware deployment of the genre’s ex-
pressive potential. It might, therefore, be called something like a post-postmodernist 
fantasy novel par excellence: a thoroughly metafictional work that intensifies the 
postmodernist irony to the point where it turns, estranged, against postmodernism 
itself. 

The focus on pervasive ironic detachment as a pathological human condition 
makes The Magicians representative of the tendency in 21st-century Western literature 
Lee Konstantinou dubs “postirony” – a pursuit “to move beyond the problems that 
irony has created for contemporary life and culture” (2017, 88). The postmodernist 
irony, according to him, is perceived by many contemporary authors as a “corrosive” 
attitude towards the world and language, the dominance of which “has come to seem 
like a crisis” (ibid.). Like the devaluation of “truth” in McIntyre’s take on post-truth, 
this overabundance of irony is perceived as a matter of postmodernist deconstruction gone 
too far, from necessary critique of the hegemonies of modernism to gratuitous de-
struction of all meaningful connections between human beings and reality, all sense 
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of affect, all sense of depth (see van den Akker & Vermeulen 2017, cf. Jameson 1991, 
9–10). In many an effort to periodize the 21st century in terms of the waning post-
modernism, it is this deconstructive irony that receives the brunt of attention. From 
Konstantinou’s postirony, through the “new sincerity” movement associated with 
the American author David Foster Wallace (e. g. Kelly 2010) to Timotheus Ver-
meulen and Robin van den Akker’s influential conception of “metamodernism” 
(2010),95 postmodernism becomes retrospectively characterized as an overwhelm-
ingly cynical, antagonistic movement obsessed with tearing down all institutions of 
the past (also Huber 2014, 3; Gibbons 2015, 30). The stark separation of “high” and 
“low” culture and the conceit of art representing reality, which I discussed in the 
previous two chapters, respectively, are just two of the numerous principles of early 
20th-century art which the postmodernist sensibility cracked or threw out.  

Similarly to the view of post-truth as a legacy of academic postmodernism I dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, postmodernism in art is presented by these irony-
focused theories as a destructive force that has smashed all that was good in mod-
ernist and realist forms of expression along with the bad – a force which, however 
necessary at the time, left a huge mess for those coming after to clean up. This messy 
quality of postmodernism is memorably summarized by the abovementioned Wal-
lace, with a party simile of which the Manhattan sequence in The Magicians is oddly 
reminiscent:  

For me, the last few years of the postmodern era have seemed a bit like the way you 
feel when you're in high school and your parents go on a trip, and you throw a party. 
You get all your friends over and throw this wild disgusting fabulous party. For a 
while it’s great, free and freeing, parental authority gone and overthrown, a cat’s-away-
let’s-play Dionysian revel. But then time passes and the party gets louder and louder, 
and you run out of drugs, and nobody’s got any money for more drugs, and things 
get broken and spilled, and there’s cigarette burn on the couch, and you’re the host 
and it’s your house too, and you gradually start wishing your parents would come 
back and restore some fucking order in your house. It’s not a perfect analogy, but the 
sense I get of my generation of writers and intellectuals or whatever is that it’s 3:00 
a.m. and the couch has several burn-holes and somebody’s thrown up in the umbrella 
stand and we’re wishing the revel would end. The postmodern founders’ patricidal 

 
95 Vermeulen and van den Akker’s metamodernism seems to be one of the most suc-
cessful answers to Hutcheon’s call to “name [post -postmodernism] to twenty-first 
century” (2002, 181), having been adopted by several other scholars as well (e. g. 
Gibbons 2015; Corsa 2018). Their coinage of the concept is not, however, the only 
one: the first scholars to use the word metamodernism were, to the best  of my 
knowledge, Andre Furlani (2002) and Alexandra Dumitrescu (2007), and there is also 
a later,  unrelated conceptualization of  metamodernism by David James and Urmila  
Seshagiri (2014). All of these refer to, with various emphases, the movement of art 
beyond postmodernism, understood in quite different ways. My own usage of the 
word in this thesis ,  going forward, follows Vermeulen and van den Akker’s concep-
tualization.    
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work was great, but patricide produces orphans, and no amount of revelry can make 
up for the fact that writers my age have been literary orphans throughout our forma-
tive years. We’re kind of wishing some parents would come back. And of course we’re 
uneasy about the fact that we wish they’d come back – I mean, what’s wrong with us? 
Are we total pussies? Is there something about authority and limits we actually need? 
And then the uneasiest feeling of all, as we start gradually to realize that parents in 
fact aren’t ever coming back – which means we’re going to have to be the parents. (in 
McCaffery 2012, 52) 

This passage from an interview conducted in 199396 paints a picture of the pervasive 
“structure of feeling” (see van den Akker & Vermeulen 2017, 6) in the immediate 
wake of postmodernism that is characterized by confusion, disillusionment, growing 
uneasiness and sheer exhaustion. In this analogy, both the absentee parents and the 
house being trashed by their intoxicated kids represent old hegemonies and hierar-
chies once upheld by ideologies of modernism – and the palpable anxiety of the 
“literary orphans” signifies a change in attitude from cherishing their artistic freedom 
towards a desire for such ideologies, for some ground rules and sense of order. Such 
a newfound nostalgia for modernism, or even earlier periods like realism or roman-
ticism (see van den Akker & Vermeulen 2017, 9), is also detected by several scholars 
periodizing the 21st century. Vermeulen and van den Akker, for example, understand 
their metamodernism in terms of an “oscillation” between the ironic sensibilities of 
postmodernism and more sincere sensibilities of modernism (2010, 2; 2017, 11); 
Mary K. Holland, for another, similarly considers the “attitude of sincerity and care 
over irony and apathy” an attainment of “modernist goals for fiction that earlier 
postmodernism could not approximate” (2013, 201; also James & Seshagiri 2014, 
87–88); Hal Foster, and many other scholars who focus on suspicion of representa-
tion in particular, in turn characterize the aspirations of contemporary art in terms 
of a “return of the real” (Foster 1996), or an attempt to “imagine and rediscover 
forms of fiction that remain focused on the problem of representing the ‘real’” 
(Nyqvist 2012, 252; also Hassan 2003, 10; Boxall 2013, 10; see Huber 2014, 24–26).97  

 
96 Wallace is one of the first authors to ra ise the issue of going beyond postmoderni sm 
in their  own writ ing, most notably in his essay “E Unibus Pluram” in the same year. 
Consequently,  both his fiction and his views have had a great deal of attention from 
and influence in the scholarship of fiction after postmodernism, especially in terms  
of it  aspiring to post -ironic sincerity (see Kelly 2010, 131).  
97 Some works of fiction that are often considered to epitomize this perceived neo -
realist ic shift in contemporary literature are newer works by Ian McEwan, roughly 
beginning with Atonement (2001) and those of A. S. Byatt ,  onward from Possess ion 
(1990). Others that could be mentioned include novels by Jennifer Egan, David 
Mitchell and Jonathan Safran Foer – stories that aspire for sincere representation of  
t imes, places and people, while compounding that sincerity by addressing their own 
quality as narrative fict ion.  
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Either way, this return of modernist or realist aspirations is consistently taken to 
signify “a certain will-to-wholeness” (James 2011, 493), a “reinvigoration in the belief 
of the power of fiction” (Huber 2014, 41) or a “fervor for ethical, political, social, 
and environmental commitments” (Gibbons 2015, 30) in 21st-century storytelling. 
In short, according to these accounts, there seems to be a desire to build something 
new instead of tearing old stuff down, to engage with reality instead of bracketing it 
in scare quotes, to put sarcasm aside and address the state of the world earnestly. 
However, virtually all theories of 21st-century fiction harkening back to “pre-post-
modernist” forms of expression also take care to emphasize that these objectives do 
not constitute an attempt to “turn back the clock” (Konstantinou 2017, 93), to dis-
count postmodernism or to wish it away. For better or worse, it is generally acknowl-
edged, that would hardly be a viable project anyway; a cynical world, or cynical fic-
tion, cannot regain its lost innocence (e.g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 6; Kelly 
2011, 398; James 2011, 494–495; Huber 2014, 8–10). Whether the genie released by 
postmodernism is perceived as denial of reality, irony run rampant or suspicion of 
representation gone too far – or all of these – there is no getting it back to its bottle. 
Moreover, despite these “disturbing dimension” of postmodernism, many of its crit-
ical insights are generally considered worth preserving (Konstantinou 2017, 88): the 
plurality of perspectives, the questioning of oppressive master narratives, and all the 
iconoclastic “patricidal work” that, for all the mess it has caused, was also necessary.  

The newfound commitment to the world outside fiction is, then, not perceived as a back-
lash against the deconstructive self-awareness, the artifice of reality or other lessons 
of postmodernism as such, but against the ensuing listless sense of meaninglessness 
and paranoia those lessons are thought to evoke in contemporary audiences (see 
Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 10; Polvinen 2021, 388). This is where the prag-
matic element to 21st-century fiction comes in. There is an inescapable awareness of 
the ontological groundlessness of representation, the narrative mediation of reality 
and the layer of irony spread over everything; these are largely taken as givens, rather 
than denied or ignored (see McLaughlin 2012, 222; Alber & Bell 2019, 122). The 
challenge for contemporary fiction, as these scholars perceive it, is to overcome these 
limitations somehow, to reconstruct some form of sharing a common world via sto-
rytelling “without losing the sensitivity to alterity and indetermination that is charac-
teristic of much postmodernist writing” (Nyqvist 2012, 251).  

The suggested means for fiction to do that are as numerous as the theories them-
selves and the works of fiction they focus on, ranging from hybrid forms that turn 
metafiction into a sort of “realist” imitation of a text-saturated reality (e. g. Konstan-
tinou 2017, 90–92), through dialogic appeals to the reader’s response and judgement 
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(e. g. Kelly 2010, 145; Huber & Funk 2017, 161) to the usage of “fantastic”98 ele-
ments or other genre conventions to foreground the quality of fictional narrative as 
a communicative device (e. g. Huber 2014, 72; Lanzendörfer 2016, 9). Doing justice 
to the full diversity of these approaches is regrettably beyond the scope of this study, 
but overall there is a notable shift in these theories – and, presumably, the fiction 
they describe – from reflecting the lack of ontological grounding in fiction towards 
asking, how fiction can still be used to create meaningful responses to reality in the 
absence of such stable grounding? 

My own theory of speculation as a route to reality, of course, also participates in 
this project of rethinking mimesis in contemporary fiction. It is, therefore, also an-
other tentative contribution to the huge collective effort of periodizing the present 
– despite the fact that, as I have noted earlier, such an effort is riddled with consid-
erable pitfalls. Because any successor of postmodernism is, almost by definition, still 
unfolding, any theory of “post-postmodernism” lacks necessary hindsight and must 
therefore present an incomplete picture – as McHale notes, “it took us, arguably, 
until the new millennium to be in a position to see postmodernism whole” (2015, 
175), so any comprehensive theoretical consensus of its successor is not likely to 
emerge anytime soon (also Boxall 2013, 1–2). This far-sightedness of periodization 
leads to not only a blurry vision of the present tendencies but also a simplified ver-
sion of the past to which these tendencies respond. In this case, in order to construct 
even a limited version of a “post-postmodernism,” one must also construct a post-
modernism against which to reflect the new development (cf. Huber 2014, 2–3); and 
because the picture of the new period is incomplete, the version of postmodernism 
constructed to serve as its foil is liable to be rather one-dimensional, too. In other 
words, postmodernism may not be so much finally “seen whole” from our 21st-cen-
tury vantage as it is simplified into a much less diffuse a movement than it actually 
was, and sometimes also reduced to a fairly essentialist definition in order to give the 
attempt to describe as-yet indistinct present a firm foundation.  

For example, if the 21st-century cultural moment is defined as a return to sincere 
attitudes, postmodernism gets accordingly defined by its supposed cynicism – even 
though the understanding of postmodernist “irony” as antithetical to sincere expres-
sion contrasts rather strikingly with some original theories of postmodernism, such 
as Eco’s description of irony as “metalinguistic play” that allows us to exchange ideas 
and feelings sincerely in the first place, without resorting to “false innocence” (1985, 
67–68). Similarly, the notion of a return to modernism or realism necessitates casting 
postmodernism as a “patricide,” taking it for much cleaner a break from those 

 
98 Huber’s definit ion of the “fantastic mode” relies heavily on Todorov’s definit ion 
of the fantastic,  causing her to view The Lord of  the Rings and similar works , for ex-
ample, as “pure marvellous” (2014, 53). Therefore her notion of fantastic is not en-
tirely compatible with my usage of the concept of fantasy.  
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previous periods than it really is – especially given that postmodernism was originally 
itself influentially characterized by its nostalgic wallowing in past styles (Jameson 
1991, 20) or, more generously, its acknowledgement of earlier forms after modernist 
obsession with breaking from the past (Hutcheon 1988, 11). The simplification of 
postmodernism is also, as I see it, aggravated by the unguarded enthusiasm with 
which the theorists cited above, with only a few exceptions (e. g. van den Akker & 
Vermeulen 2017, 5–6), greet the contemporary movement beyond it. When the 21st-
century cultural moment is celebrated as a return to sincerity, or as a reconstructive 
project following a period of destruction, postmodernism is easily reduced into little 
more than a problem to be solved (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 38).99 Not unlike McIntyre’s 
conception of the origins of post-truth, such celebratory tone casts postmodernism 
in a rather crude villainous role; it becomes, to paraphrase Huyssen’s account on 
mass culture as a foil to modernism, a sinister background against which the achieve-
ments of 21st-century literature can shine in all their candid, constructive glory. 

It is readily apparent, of course, that my own account of contemporary fantasy 
responding to the intensifying crisis of representation is anything but immune to 
either the need to simplify the past or the urge to celebrate the present. Some sim-
plifications are indeed quite unavoidable, and even necessary, if one strives to discuss 
contemporary aspirations beyond postmodernism at all – a discussion which, despite 
its prematurity, is in my view well worth having. In my case, approaching this topic 
from the vantage of a marginalized genre cannot help carrying its own evaluative 
implications as well: it is hardly possible to map the developments within fantasy 
tradition to a broader cultural landscape without assuming a somewhat defensive 
position towards the modernist and postmodernist mainstream. In an effort to avoid 
too sweeping generalizations, I have consciously focused on only one aspect of post-
modernism in this part of my study, namely the crisis of representation – and have 
endeavored to remain cognizant throughout of the limitations of this viewpoint and 
its implications to my versions to both fantasy genre and postmodernism. Fittingly 
enough, of course, the pursuit of theorizing contemporary fiction is just as lacking 
in stable ontological grounding as the fiction itself, and faces the same pragmatic 
challenge of engaging with an ill-defined and changeable contemporary reality. It is 

 
99 As Hutcheon has noted, when any new development gets evaluated as a salutary or 
lamentable compared to its predecessor, wh ichever is deemed inferior tends to get 
such reductive treatment (1988, 38).  In her case, she accuses Jameson and like -minded 
“enemies of the postmodern” of defining postmodernism solely by its perceived 
shortcomings in comparison with modernism (ibid. ,  37 ). Hutcheon frames her own 
discussion of postmodernism not as a defense but as an attempt at a neutral,  analytical 
account of its qualit ies ( ibid. ,  1) ; however, given that she herself resorts to painting 
a rather pejorative picture of modernism as an elit i st movements championing obso-
lete hegemonies, she seems to not be immune to the impulse to evaluate, either.   
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a pursuit of building something reasonably robust on an unstable foundation – in 
the end, a leap of faith. 

For my part, therefore, I certainly do not presume to formulate any grand unified 
theory of 21st-century cultural zeitgeist, nor do I plan to add my own suggestion to 
the growing pile of proposed labels for it. I do not find it prudent to adopt any of 
the existing designations, either – at least at this point of my study – but prefer non-
labels like “21st-century fiction” and “contemporary storytelling” as contextualizing 
terms for my present purposes. A clearer consensus on the definition and name of 
the literary paradigm after postmodernism will probably be reached at some point in 
the next couple of decades, and whatever body of texts is at that point canonized as 
representative of the era as a whole is, for now, anyone’s guess. The current fantasy 
boom might figure prominently in that canon, or it might not; the retrospective view 
of the culture of the start of the millennium will no doubt be just as influenced by 
whatever will be on trend in the decades to come as current views of postmodernism 
are influenced by contemporary thinking (cf. Huber 2014, 3). That being said, this 
does not mean that the current, blurry picture of emerging cultural shifts is not worth 
painting at this point – only that this project is best approached as a speculative effort, 
rather than descriptive one (cf. Wolf 2011, 24). 

In this concluding chapter of the first part of my study, I finish laying the ground-
work to the second one by considering the devices developed within the genre tra-
dition which 21st-century fantasy deploys as an answer to the intensifying crisis of 
representation: its imaginative world-creation, its conspicuous fictionality and its inclination 
towards building speculative thought experiments. Contextualizing these devices with the 
general movement of storytelling beyond postmodernism, I examine these charac-
teristics of fantasy fiction as part of the pragmatic efforts to reconnect fiction with 
reality – to reinvent mimesis as a means for attributing meaning to the outside world. This prag-
matism, as I noted in the previous chapter, also implicitly assigns fiction certain in-
strumental quality, as a tool for engaging with the world outside. In order to take a 
closer look at this attempt to reconnect worlds inside fiction with some version of 
the world outside, I start by returning to my earlier conception of ontologically co-
herent fantasy worlds as vehicles for modeling different ways of configuring a reality.   

3.1. Real World, Sort of: Pragmatic World-Building and Return to 
the Real 

At the beginning of Jemisin’s The Fifth Season, the narrator introduces the imaginary 
planet to the reader as if it was a character in the story – indeed as if it was a living 
person – stating that “[i]t moves a lot, this land. Like an old man lying restlessly abed 
it heaves and sighs, puckers and farts, yawns and swallows” (Season, 2). These bodily 
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metaphors signify, at the first glance, simply the unusually high level of volcanic ac-
tivity occurring in this fantasy world. The Broken Earth trilogy presents, as the title 
suggests, an extremely volatile planet, where volcanic eruptions, earthquakes and 
other natural disasters catastrophic enough to annihilate entire civilizations occur 
with such frequency they are referred to as the eponymous Fifth Seasons. The met-
aphoric anthropomorphization of this restless planet is not, however, merely a flour-
ish by the narrator, but carries a deeper significance for the trilogy’s imaginary world 
as a whole. The characters residing on this perilous and unpredictable planet also 
have a habit of speaking of the ground beneath their feet as if it was an old man, a 
malevolent godlike being who is constantly trying to exterminate life from its surface: 
“Father Earth hates us, never forget” (ibid. 37); “Father Earth never forgets the debt 
we owe” (ibid. 146); “Father Earth thinks in ages, but he never, ever sleeps” (ibid. 
231). They also have enigmatic old legends about how people long ago “turned on 
Him, and He has burned with hatred for us ever since” (ibid., 115). 

This pervasive referencing to the world as if it was a vengeful god lends the fan-
tasy world a certain degree of estrangement in the Suvinian sense of the term: it sets 
the “imaginative framework” of this fantasy world up in a dialectic relationship with 
the world outside the fiction. The moniker Father Earth, as a gender-swapped coun-
terpart to the clichéd metaphor “Mother Nature,” enhances the impression of 
Jemisin’s fantasy word as a barely life-supporting planet – as opposed to the actual 
planet Earth where, presently and comparatively speaking at least, life thrives. In-
stead of a nurturing mother figure, the natural environment in this world is implied 
to be ruled by an abusive father, throwing its nightmarish quality in stark relief 
against the conventionally idyllic language commonly used to discuss our relation-
ship with the natural world. However evocative, though, Father Earth appears ini-
tially to be more of a figure of speech than a literal god; the main character of the 
trilogy, a world-weary middle-aged woman called Essun, certainly makes very clear 
that she does not believe in any evil deities: 

“All that stuff about Father Earth, it’s just stories to explain what’s wrong with the 
world. Like those weird cults that crop up from time to time. I heard of one that asks 
an old man in the sky to keep them alive every time they go to sleep. People need to 
believe there’s more to the world than there is.” 

And the world is just shit. You understand this now, after two dead children and 
the repeated destruction of your life. There’s no need to imagine the planet as some 
malevolent force seeking vengeance. It’s a rock. (Gate, 166) 

With cynicism that would befit any postmodernist thinker, Essun dismisses the mas-
ter narrative of Father Earth hating life as just another story imposing meaning to a 
world that, when all is said and done, does not warrant any. Compounded with a 
cheeky offhand dismissal of what sounds like a Christian evening prayer – an odd 
metaleptic moment in an otherwise rather self-contained imaginary ontology – she 
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rejects the need to organize reality into a neat religious narrative as a weakness of 
character she herself cannot afford. With the ontological boundary between stories 
and reality thus strictly upheld, it comes as a shock to Essun when her old mentor 
Alabaster, lying on his deathbed, makes the extraordinary claim that the planet is not 
just a meaningless rock after all: 

“The Earth is alive.” His voice grows harsh, hoarse, faintly hysterical. “Some old 
stories are just stories, you’re right, but not that one. […] We’ve been at war with the 
world for so long that we’ve forgotten, Essun, but the world hasn’t.” (ibid., 169) 

Essun, cynical as ever, is inclined to dismiss this statement as ravings of a sick and 
dying man – however, any seasoned reader of fantasy fiction knows that in stories 
like this, the skeptics are almost never right, whereas prophetic madmen and old 
wives’ stories usually are. With this genre convention guiding the reader’s expecta-
tions (cf. Kukkonen 2008, 265), Essun’s suspicion of the master narrative suddenly 
starts to look like obtuseness; her jaded outlook to the world and mistrust of stories 
do not help her see reality more clearly, but blind her to the momentous truth in her 
mentor’s words. In the last novel in the trilogy, The Stone Sky, it becomes undeniable 
that the dying, raving Alabaster had it right: the planet actually is literally alive, and 
not only alive but a sentient life-form with its own agency, and it really does hold a 
grudge against humankind for ill-treatment people once inflicted on it. In a scene 
where Essun’s daughter Nassun discovers the true nature of Father Earth, the geo-
logical features of the planet are again juxtaposed with qualities of a living organism, 
when the life force she can perceive between the cells of living things is also present 
in the mantle of the planet: 

The silver deep within Father Earth wends between the mountainous fragments of 
his substance in exactly the same way that they twine among the cells of a living, 
breathing thing. And that is because a planet is a living, breathing thing; she knows this 
now with the certainty of an instinct. All the stories about Father Earth being alive 
are real. (Sky, 242) 

In this literalization of another common figure of speech (cf. Chu 2010, 11), a “living 
planet” becomes, within the imaginary world of this fantasy trilogy, not a tired met-
aphor but an important cosmic truth which does not bear ignoring. The ontological 
distinction between the legend and reality thus dissolves, and the previously dis-
missed master narrative of the planet seeking vengeance is established as one of 
those self-legitimizing mythic patterns by which fantasy worlds are organized. It 
turns out that Father Earth’s grievance against humankind stems from the actions 
of an advanced ancient civilization forty millennia gone which, unaware that the 
planet was alive, tried to harness the life-force of its core for a source of unlimited 
energy. The living planet did not take this attempt to enslave its body kindly – 
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especially because, in the process, people also managed to accidentally blast its single 
moon, or “only child” (Gate, 103) out of orbit to career off across the galaxy. The 
personification of the planet brings to the master narrative of a hostile world another, 
nonhuman perspective, from which the planet’s efforts to rid itself of the parasitic 
life-form carelessly plundering its resources appears completely justified: 

It is only right. The Earth did not start this cycle of hostilities, it did not steal the 
Moon, it did not burrow into anyone else’s skin and snatch bits of its still-living flesh 
to keep as trophies and tools, it did not plot to enslave humans in an unending night-
mare. It did not start this war, but it will rusting well have. Its. Due. (Sky, 248) 

The big picture of the world of The Broken Earth, what it is like and how it works, 
takes shape along this grand-scale mythic pattern of an endless struggle between hu-
man species and their home planet – a struggle that began with human disregard for 
the living environment. By personifying the planet, Jemisin’s trilogy foregrounds this 
disregard as a collective moral failing on part of humanity, rooted in willful igno-
rance, greed and lack of empathy: the people trying to enslave Father Earth “were 
not used to respecting lives different from their own. […] So where they should have 
seen a living being, they saw only another thing to exploit. Where they should have 
asked, or left alone, they raped” (ibid., 247–248). If the planet was a living, feeling 
thing, the scenario invites the reader to consider, what right can people have to treat 
it as property, there to plunder and defile it as they see fit? The obvious rub of this 
speculative scenario lies in the fact that the non-human biosphere on the actual 
planet Earth is, of course, no less alive and capable of suffering than the fictional 
Father Earth is. Therefore, this viscerally evocative vision of humankind raping its 
home planet finds effortless parallels in topics that could be stripped straight from 
the headlines any given day – pollution, fracking, the sixth mass extinction, burning 
rainforests, climate change – and casts them in terms of the same damning indict-
ment due to the “arrogant, self-absorbed people [who] tried to put a leash on the 
rusting planet” (ibid., 313). Not only did those people cause the world to become a 
literally hostile place to live for future generations, but they did this by assuming, 
baselessly, that the world and its resources were theirs to use in the first place. From 
this vantage, everyday news of human-caused environmental destruction can come 
to signify a collective moral failing, too, caused by lack of solidarity with different 
forms of life. 

As fantasy ontologies go, the one in The Broken Earth is the most “Tolkienian” 
among my corpus, in the sense that its world is presented as fully “secondary” and 
not suggested to have any direct connection to everyday reality (cf. Mendlesohn 
2008, 4; Wolfe 2011, 72). Despite this, however, it is quite evidently not constructed 
to serve as a place of escape from anxieties of 21st-century life – if anything, it is a 
vehicle for facing and working through exactly those anxieties. Jemisin’s trilogy, while not being 
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explicitly about climate change or even climate per se, nevertheless joins the currently 
prodigious stream of climate fiction, or cli-fi (see DiPaolo 2018, 1–2; Raipola 2019a), 
in confronting topical themes of the Anthropocene, a dawning geological epoch de-
fined by human impact on the planet (see Clark, T. 2015; Karkulehto et al. 2020, 1–
2).100 It is, as such, something like a textbook example of the kind of politically con-
scious fantasy which, instead of encouraging a full immersion into an imaginary 
world, rather forcefully invites the reader to consider “real-world” problems in the 
light of a speculative scenario (cf. Hassler-Forest 2016, 16). In the process of making 
sense of the strange imaginary ontology of The Broken Earth, the reader is called, 
along with the ever-skeptical Essun, to put their incredulity aside and entertain the 
idea that there might be some important truths to be learned from a master narrative 
of an angry, wounded planet – and to even experience, like Essun does, some genu-
ine kinship with that planet.  

Going along with this master narrative of an imaginary world is, obviously 
enough, not a matter of credulously taking an illusory world for a plausible version 
of reality. Instead, it amounts to configuring one of those experimental models of 
reality which, as I discussed in the introduction, fantasy storytelling presents as prem-
ises for thought experiments, inviting the reader to imagine, what if the world was like 
this (see Roine 2016, 14). This way, it renders the global-scale ethical dimension of 
human exploitation of the environment available for profound scrutiny (cf. Chu 
2010, 10) while simultaneously disclaiming any attempt to directly represent the 
world outside. The conspicuousness of the living planet itself as a speculative sce-
nario distances the thought experiment from the aforementioned daily headlines – 
but this distance does not seem to encourage dispassionate observation of the un-
folding ethical dilemma in the spirit of Brechtian estrangement. Rather on the con-
trary, the challenge to imagine this strange scenario invites the reader to sympathize 
with the plight of the living planet, potentially also confronting their own feelings of 
anxiety, complicity and guilt over human-caused environmental destruction in the 
process (see Kortekallio 2020, 17). There is, in other words, nothing detached, ob-
jective or ironic in the readerly engagement with the ethics of the human-planet re-
lationship – if anything, the thought experiment has potential to be deeply personal 
and to compel the reader to entertain quite earnestly some ideas, emotions and “eth-
ical burdens” (see Gibbons 2015, 38–39) they might be disinclined to contemplate 
very closely in a more ordinary setting.  

Such a personal quality of readerly engagements with fiction has led Keen to con-
trast Brecht’s notion of estrangement with a view, influentially promoted by Martha 

 
100 While such a new epoch has not been officially approved by geologists,  the term 
has gained considerable traction in recent years across humaniti es and frequently 
evoked in the news media when addressing issues like anthropogenic climate change 
and loss of biodiversity.  
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Nussbaum (e. g. 1992, 162), that the artifice of fictional world-making does not in-
duce detached, impersonal observation on part of the reader after all but, on the 
contrary, provides “safe spaces” for readers to face difficult thoughts and feelings 
(2007, 131; also de Smedt & de Cruz 2015, 62; cf. Nussbaum 2010, 110).101 In the 
case of The Broken Earth, such thoughts and feelings might include the reader’s anx-
iety and sense of culpability over climate change. According to Keen, the artifice of 
a fictional situation allows the reader to experience such emotions “without experi-
encing a resultant demand on real-world action” (2007, 4), and thus allows them to 
set aside the “self-protection through skepticism and suspicion” (ibid., 88) they 
might resort to in a non-fictional situation to make the engagement more bearable.102 
The implication of this argument is that fiction has power to render uncomfortable 
thoughts and feelings thinkable – that in order to engage fully with such thoughts 
and feelings, people paradoxically need some protective distance from their full im-
pact, and that fiction provides such distance. It does this precisely by maintaining 
that Brechtian gap between the worlds inside and outside the fiction, by reminding 
the reader that what they are experiencing does not happen in relation to real people 
and events (cf. Brecht 2003, 201). By this line of reasoning, the distance afforded by 
the scenario’s fictionality eliminates the need for the reader to distance themselves 
from it by other means, thus enabling them to address their own reaction to that 
scenario with self-awareness but without defensive irony – or, to borrow a word 
from theories of 21st-century postirony, in a “sincere” manner.  

While Keen’s theory concerns novels in general terms, it stands to reason that 
this “risk-mitigating” effect of fictionality (see 2007, 87) is heightened in the kind of 
fiction that, by foregrounding the configurative stage of mimesis, draws attention to 
the protective gap between the fiction and the reader’s daily life. Although readerly 
perception of artifice is, as I acknowledged in the previous chapter, integral for any 
work of fiction to read as fiction in the first place (see Hutcheon 1980, 11; Polvinen 
2012, 98–99), the obvious fictionality and sheer strangeness of a fantasy world like 
Jemisin’s living planet may, by this logic, make such a world a particularly effective 
device for encouraging readers to lay aside their skepticism. Hume, for one, has 

 
101 The concept of safe space first emerged as part of the feminist ,  queer and civil 
rights  movements in the late 20 th century,  and usually denotes an environment where 
marginalized groups can speak and act freely from threat of violence or harassment  
(The Roestone Collec tive 2014, 1346). In Keen, Nussbaum and others’  usage, the 
safety of the spaces afforded by fiction is  instead understood more generally as free-
dom from overwhelmingly negative emotions that “opens the way to easier empathy” 
with fictional characters and their situations  (Keen 2007, 29).   
102 Keen makes this argument mainly concerning the power of fiction to  enable readers 
to empathize with otherwise unrelatable characters like psychopaths, madmen and 
outcasts (2007, 131);  however, it  is  not a stretch to assume that the same would be 
true for any other kinds of ideas or feelings that might be difficult or pai nful to 
confront in “real life’” just as well. 
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suggested that a fantasy scenario lets us “comfort” ourselves with the knowledge 
that it indeed differs markedly from our everyday reality, thus allowing us to lower 
our guard (1984, 110). Combined with the self-legitimizing master narratives of these 
fantasy worlds which I also discussed in that previous chapter, this discouragement 
of readerly cynicism allows for a sincere engagement with the grand universal truths 
communicated by those master narratives, if only for the sake of a self-contained thought 
experiment. In the case of The Broken Earth, such truths may include unity of all living 
things, human responsibility for the planet, lack of empathy at the root of all evil, 
and so on. In the simulated world of the trilogy, ideas like these hold their own 
simulated sense of true and eternal meaning – and if that meaning is narratively con-
structed and speculative, that does not need to mean it is necessarily false. For a 
reader involving themselves in the thought experiment, these ideas can certainly feel 
very poignantly true (cf. Eshelman 2008, 2; Cameron 2015, 30–31). 

This sincere engagement with master narratives tempered by knowledge of their 
speculative quality aligns quite neatly with the “structure of feeling” Vermeulen and 
van den Akker conceptualize as metamodernism: “a kind of informed naivety, a 
pragmatic idealism” (2010, 5). As they see it, 21st-century cultural expression in gen-
eral is characterized by an oscillation between a desire to believe in grand ideas and 
to seek universal truths and skepticism towards the existence of such things (ibid.; 
also van den Akker & Vermeulen 2017, 10). They describe such sensibility as a pen-
dulum swinging between excessively naïve modernist enthusiasm for ideological 
commitments and excessively cynical postmodernist suspicion of them: “[e]ach time 
the metamodern enthusiasm swings toward fanaticism, gravity pulls it back toward 
irony; the moment its irony sways toward apathy, gravity pulls it back toward enthu-
siasm” (2010, 6). As they put it, “the metamodern discourse consciously commits 
itself to an impossible possibility” (ibid., 5), approaching the world “as if” it could 
be grasped in fiction despite the knowledge that it really cannot (also Corsa 2018, 
242; cf. Huber 2014, 26). A strange fantasy world, with its simmering tension be-
tween self-legitimizing master narratives and the speculative “what if” framing of 
those narratives, can certainly serve as a platform for carrying out such a balancing 
act. The Broken Earth manages to render the ethical dimension of human usage of 
natural resources available for earnest communication by opting out of taking any 
direct stand on the situation in the world outside; as such, it both renounces any 
singular interpretation of the external reality and discredits an apathetic view that 
addressing that reality is naïve or futile. It commits itself to the “impossible possibil-
ity” of truthfully representing the Anthropocene in the very act of refusing to repre-
sent it at all – in asking the reader to imagine, what if the planet fought back?   

In this kind of negotiation between idealism and skepticism, ideas are made both 
sincerely representable and resistant to ironic deconstruction. As a result, a new way 
of responding to reality emerges – one where the model of a world communicated 
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via fiction attains truth value from the interpretive act of world-configuration itself, 
rather than from the resulting world’s verisimilitude or lack thereof in terms of the 
world outside. The truths to be found in fantasy worlds are explicitly conditional on the 
thought experiment and the reader’s own involvement in considering it, which is why 
they are unironically communicable as “truths” in the first place. This sense of ne-
gotiation – of giving up a claim to objective reality to gain a sense of sincerity – aligns 
the speculative take on reality in contemporary fantasy fiction with the pragmatic 
approach to representation that Huber (2014, 6) and others (e. g. Timmer 2010, 21; 
Funk 2011, 131–132) detect in the drive of contemporary fiction to reconnect with 
the world outside after deconstruction. Aspects of this pragmatism are summed up 
by Huber as follows: 

As a general philosophical term, a “pragmatic” perspective complements ontological 
and epistemological considerations by foregrounding ethical and intersubjective ten-
sions and problems. As a more specific philosophical programme, pragmatism em-
phasises the basis of truth and knowledge in communicative agreement. In the area 
of linguistic research, a pragmatic approach explores the conditions and contexts of 
communication. Finally, in common usage, it may refer to a turn from theory to an 
engagement with the practicalities of day-to-day life. (2014, 12–13)  

According to Huber, all these aspects of a pragmatic outlook to storytelling are pre-
sent in the kind of literature she calls “reconstructive fantasies” – fiction which uti-
lizes “fantastic” modes or storytelling within a “mimetic” frame in order to fore-
ground its own quality as communication (ibid.) and to inquire about functions of fic-
tionality beyond reflection of outside reality. Huber, whose study does not concern 
the sort of genre fantasy where my interests lie in this study, maintains that this fore-
grounding is achieved by “embedding” the fantastic as fiction within a more realist 
mode of fiction “thus firmly establishing ontological boundaries and effectively fore-
going the traditional truth claims” and instead making “an explicit appeal for sus-
pension of disbelief” (ibid., 73).  

In the kind of fiction I discuss in this study, such intradiegetic fictionalization of 
the supernatural is not common; however, as I demonstrated earlier in my analysis 
of Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s works, the dissolving of ontological boundaries 
within imaginary worlds (cf. Polvinen 2021, 397) seems to achieve a remarkably sim-
ilar effect of foregrounding their purposeful fictionality as rhetorically significant part of 
their mimetic operations. As I have already shown in that previous chapter, works 
of fantasy can be highly metafictional without being explicitly reflected as fiction; 
their preoccupation with narrative world-creation is liable to make them so, and their 
participation in a recognizable genre tradition makes fantasy stories blatantly obvious 
as fictions anyway. Works of fantasy like Jemisin’s trilogy therefore also forego those 
“traditional truth claims” for an appeal for the reader to set aside their skepticism, as 
my analysis above shows – but while they do this by establishing ontological 
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boundaries, those boundaries are not drawn between realist and fantastic modes of 
storytelling within a work of fiction but between the worlds inside and outside the fiction. 
Regardless of how these works negotiate their own artifice, however, it seems to me 
that The Broken Earth ticks all the boxes in the above definition of pragmatism. 
Firstly, it certainly foregrounds the ethical questions raised by its scenario of a living 
planet; secondly, it attributes any potential truths communicated by this scenario to 
readerly participation in the thought experiment; thirdly, it positions this communi-
cative act as a matter of speculative ideation in terms of its response to reality; and 
fourthly, it presents an environmental scenario which, despite its strangeness, cer-
tainly resonates with practical day-to-day concerns of 21st-century life.  

This last point serves well to provide one credible answer as to why it is so im-
portant, as per numerous theories of fiction after postmodernism, for art to recon-
struct a working relationship with reality after postmodernist deconstruction: be-
cause fiction in a world facing a looming climate disaster, growing global inequality 
and all the accompanying devastation cannot afford to treat reality as if it was an 
illusion. The nihilistic ennui in which postmodernist crises of truth and representa-
tion have, in the eyes of several scholars (e. g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 7; 
Huber 2014, 47–48) left the world has become not only untenable but outright inde-
fensible. There is an urgent ethical imperative to reconnect fiction with reality (cf. 
Berlatsky 2011, 151) – to seek to represent irrepresentable things like climate change 
in order to foster caring and, hopefully, action (also McLaughlin 2012, 215; Corsa 
2018, 267; Gibbons et al. 2019, 176). Such an attitude is also reflected, in a way, in 
Wallace’s party simile, where the uneasiness of the post-postmodern generation of 
writers boils down to a realization that it is time to stop messing around, grow up 
and take responsibility for the house. From this viewpoint, the pervasive postmod-
ernist irony has lost its purpose in debunking illusions and, in Wallace’s words, “be-
come an end in itself, a measure of hip sophistication and literary savvy. Few artists 
dare to try to talk about ways of working toward redeeming what’s wrong, because 
they’ll look sentimental and naive to all the weary ironists” (in McCaffery 2012, 48–
49). In this kind of social reality, irony has turned from a means for shattering illu-
sions into another shallow illusion in itself, a thin coating of affected world-weariness 
to mask a yawning sense of alienation below – a protection against both potential 
ridicule and those uncomfortable thoughts and emotions discussed above. It is an 
illusion of meaninglessness and powerlessness which, while hardly exactly comfort-
ing, at least maintains that protective distance between people and the world they 
encounter in their daily lives.  

From this viewpoint, sincere or even outright naïve commitment to addressing the state 
of the external world becomes in turn the subversive act that penetrates this false sense 
of meaninglessness; it is a change in attitude that highlights the responsibility of fic-
tion to engage with the world outside itself (see Gibbons 2015, 29–30). The ethos 



161 

which contemporary fantasy – along with other kinds of fiction questing for lost 
sincerity – embraces in these terms is that no matter how artificial, fragmentary and 
full of internal tensions and contradictions the common perception of the world has 
become, that world is still real, shared, and needs people to care for it (cf. Hyvönen 
2018, 48; Alber & Bell 2019, 130). If it must be granted that all perceptions of a 
coherent, meaningful reality are illusory, then the way forward is to recognize that 
some of those illusions are more useful than others: that an attempt to share a con-
structive outlook to reality is more worthy a pursuit than idle meditations upon the 
unreality of it all. As Alison Gibbons sees it, the role of fiction in this situation is to 
become “a vehicle through which to increase awareness of contemporary insecurities 
– environmental, social, political” (2015, 31). This perceived duty of storytelling for 
the outside world is also at the heart of Huber’s notion of the pragmatic outlook of 
contemporary fiction; she argues that by foregrounding their own quality as commu-
nicative devices, “reconstructive fantasies” “focus on the constructive role of fic-
tions and ask for their contribution to and responsibility towards the world we live 
in” (2014, 218). The same is true of Jemisin’s work: its effort to imagine a world 
where topical issues of the Anthropocene can be confronted in a speculative manner 
constitutes not just a thought experiment on the ethics of exploitation, but also self-
reflective suggestion of how fantasy fiction can confront those issues. 

There is, to be sure, nothing necessarily “post-postmodernist” in this focus on 
the responsibility of storytelling as such. As I noted in the previous chapter, more 
sympathetic theorizers of postmodernism like Hutcheon (1988, 21; 2002, 2–4) and 
Waugh (1984, 11) cast the exposure of reality as another narratively constructed fic-
tion precisely as a responsible way of handling the power of narrative. Such exposure, 
as they see it, tears down oppressive ideas of what is natural or commonsensical 
while also keeping the potential reality-warping power of the work of fiction itself in 
check. However, as Hutcheon concedes, while the “de-naturalizing critique” offered 
by postmodernist fiction and theory is valuable in itself, “the postmodern has no 
effective theory of agency that enables a move into political action” (2002, 3; cf. 
Rayment 2014, 16). Hume has noted the same, stating that the “dogmatic perspec-
tivism” of postmodernist fiction denies the validity of any imposition of meaning to 
the world, and as such implies that “[w]e may abdicate from any responsibility to-
wards the world, or we may act for the sake of activity, but neither stance has more 
meaning or virtue than the other” (1984, 124; also Berlatsky 2011, 8).  

Therefore, postmodernist refusal to privilege any perspective over others risks 
essentially leaving people in that state of powerless apathy discussed above, and is as 
such arguably “severely ethically limited” (Hutcheon 2002, 175). In contrast, accord-
ing to Huber and several other theorists of the 21st-century movement beyond post-
modernism (e. g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 2; Berlatsky 2011, 27; Huber 
2014, 64; Gibbons 2015, 31), these newly sincere, reconstructive or pragmatic 
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fictions are all about engaging with the problems facing the contemporary world in 
an ethical, productive manner (cf. Corsa 2018, 247–249). Similarly, a politically conscious 
work of fantasy fiction like The Broken Earth uses its theoretical model of a world not 
just to create an estranged, unsettling or transformative perspective towards the real-
world environmental crisis (cf. Rayment 2014, 17–18; Suvin 2016a, 22), but to com-
pel the reader to face their own involvement in and potential guilt over that crisis – 
and to judge for themselves if the truths presented within the imaginary world reso-
nate with their perception of the world outside. 

This notion of contemporary fictions overcoming postmodernist ennui via ap-
peal to the reader’s own interpretive agency recurs in theories of “post-ironic” 21st-
century literature with some regularity (e. g. Kelly 2010, 145; Gibbons 2015, 41; Kon-
stantinou 2017, 93). Such a dialogic appeal, as per Huber’s theory, “engenders an 
emergent and authentic literary encounter” by essentially asking the reader to partake 
in the dialogue and assume the suggested perspective in good faith (Huber & Funk 
2017, 161; also Eshelman 2008, 2). The implication of this line of thinking is that in 
the absence of any external ontological grounding, such fiction “replaces the truth 
of representation with the truthfulness of experience as its aesthetic and ethical ref-
erence point” as Wolfgang Funk sees it (2011, 126; also Gibbons et al. 2019, 184). 
However, such a sincere dialogic engagement with fiction can also be taken to dis-
pose the reader “to be open to the text, to learn from it, to be affected and trans-
formed by it,” as Meretoja puts it (2015, 26) – implying that the earnest fiction of 
the 21st century therefore has power not only to convey ideas despite the impossi-
bility of representation but to actually alter its readers’ outlook to the world in their daily 
lives. If any objective reality is outside the scope of fictional world-making to repro-
duce, the thinking goes, the version of that reality as the reader perceives it can at least 
be engaged with, and possibly even changed for the better via an encounter with 
good fiction. If a work of fiction like The Broken Earth is incapable of representing 
climate change as such – and indeed does not try – could it still serve to foster a 
more acute consciousness of the impending catastrophe, and perhaps even induce 
positive change in the reader’s behavior?  

Raoul Eshelman, for one, seems to think so. He has suggested that “performatist” 
post-postmodernist fiction “coerces” the reader to immerse themselves credulously 
into an implausible scenario while simultaneously reminding them that there is in-
deed narrative coercion taking place to make that immersion possible (2008, 2–3; cf. 
Polvinen 2012, 99). In a way reminiscent of the self-legitimizing fantasy tautologies 
I discussed in the previous chapter, this “double-framing” of fiction results, accord-
ing to him, in a feedback loop which “allows the endless circulation of cognitively 
dubious, but formally irrefutable metaphysical figures within its boundaries,” thus 
compelling the reader to “assume moral or ideological positions that they otherwise 
would not have” (2008, 37). Eshelman believes that these assumed “belief patterns” 
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can, if the narrative performance is “successful,” be adopted to a degree where the 
reader starts to “project” them back onto their perception of the outside world (ibid.; 
cf. Kortekallio 2020, 7). Ross P. Cameron, for one, has expressed a similar belief 
concerning thought experiments afforded by speculative fiction in particular. He ar-
gues that a thought experiment carried out via an imaginative and emotional engage-
ment with such fiction can “‘sell’ a moral truth” more effectively than a non-fictional 
philosophical one because “[w]e can approach a novel less invested in our prior be-
liefs and prejudices, and hence more open to moral persuasion” (2015, 31–32). Cam-
eron bases this conviction on Nussbaum’s influential thesis that because fiction pro-
vides a space for thinking and emoting separate from everyday life, it “places us in a 
moral position that is favorable for perception and […] shows us what it would be 
like to take up that position in life” (1992, 162). 

This is the same notion of a beneficial distance afforded by fiction on which Keen 
bases her argument of fiction providing safe spaces for facing difficult issues. How-
ever, while Nussbaum, Cameron and Eshelman all believe that assuming new moral 
positions within a realm of fiction results in a new and improved outlook to the 
world outside as well, Keen is more skeptical. She especially criticizes Nussbaum’s 
endorsement (e. g. 2010, 7) of novel reading as conducive for making people more 
empathetic and prosocial citizens, pointing out that empirical evidence to support 
such a claim is “inconclusive at best and nearly always exaggerated in favor of the 
beneficial effects of novel reading” (2007, vii; also 2020, 5–6; Korthals Altes 2013, 
35–36; Meretoja & Lyytikäinen 2015, 4).103 Indeed as noted above, Keen argues that 
fiction provides those low-risk opportunities to engage with difficult feelings pre-
cisely because its very fictionality releases the reader from any obligation to act on 
the ideas or emotions that emerge in the process – or renounces any call for action, 
not dissimilarly to postmodernist irony. If this is true, it is again likely to be doubly 
so for the strange fictional scenarios presented by fantasy stories: if the enablement 
of the reader to approach the scenario with an open mind is based on a notion that 
it happens purely in the realm of speculation, any insight gained from that engage-
ment is liable to remain in that realm, too (cf. Cameron 2015, 34). For instance, any 
compassion a reader might come to feel for the suffering planet in The Broken Earth 
would not automatically translate into compassion for the actual biosphere on planet 
Earth, because that compassion is contingent on the estranging anthropomorphiza-
tion of the imaginary planet. Moreover, it is entirely possible that the scenario of the 
living planet would not even read as a meditation on environmental ethics at all to a 

 
103 According to Keen, although there indeed seems to be a correlation between peo-
ple’s ability to relate with others and their habit of reading fiction for pleasure, it  is  
hard if not impossible to prove empiri cally that the former is a result of the latter 
and not the other way around (2007, xv).  
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reader who was not already disposed to feel guilty and anxious over things like pol-
lution and climate change. 

Keen also points out that even if one does believe that fiction has power to make 
a lasting impact on the reader’s outlook to the world, there is no reason to assume 
that such power would automatically make fiction a force for good (2007, 20; also 
Meretoja 2014, 177). Indeed there are plenty of historical examples of the compelling 
power of fiction being turned to dark ends (see Keen 2007, 25; Nussbaum 2010, 109; 
Meretoja 2015, 31), not the least of them the Nazi propaganda before and during 
WWII that was one of the prompts for the postmodernist suspicion of representa-
tion and normative truth claims in the first place. The idea of fiction altering readers’ 
“belief patterns” as per Eshelman’s theory does bring to mind propagandistic uses 
for such power; and if a fictional thought experiment can, as Cameron states, con-
vince the reader of a “moral truth,” it should just as easily be able to convince them 
of a falsehood. Matias Nurminen, for one, has recognized this dark side of fiction as 
a tool of persuasion in his studies of the reinterpretation of canonical and popular 
works of fiction – some of them fantasy, The Lord of the Rings being a prominent one 
– by proponents of “online antifeminism” to push their misogynistic agenda (e. g. 
2019, 314).104 Van den Akker and Vermeulen have also amended their fairly optimis-
tic 2010 account on metamodernism, noting that the drive to get over the postmod-
ernist suspicion of ideological persuasion involves “frightening developments” as 
well, such as “our incapacity to effectively combat xenophobic populism” (2017, 5–
6).  

A belief in fiction being able to convey important truths, then, comes with the 
crucial caveat that not all of those truths are conducive for caring for a common 
world – or, strictly speaking, true at all. From this viewpoint, there seems to be an-
other trade-off in this pursuit of sincere communication: an acceptance of potentially 
dangerous ideological persuasion as the price for fiction being able to address the 
world outside itself at all. This is, I presume, the reason so many of the theories of 
fiction beyond postmodernism concern themselves with the ethics and responsibil-
ities involved in storytelling. If one believes in the power of narrative fiction to alter 
reality – or at least to make readers to rethink their ideas and perceptions of reality – 
but does not subscribe anymore to the postmodernist imperative to keep that power 
in check via ironic deconstruction, it is highly salient to ask, which usages of this power 
are helpful and which are potentially harmful. Jemisin’s trilogy makes this question one of 
its central themes as well, contrasting the important truth hidden in the legend of 

 
104 Katie Wilson has drawn connections between this “neomasculine” movement and 
the misogynistic and reactionarily conservative voices within fantasy and science fic-
t ion fandom, regarding the Gamergate harassment campaign against women and the 
Sad and Rabid Puppies groups that disrupted Hugo awards in 2013 –2015 as part of 
the same anti-feminist and anti - liberal agenda spread on the internet (2018, 439 –442). 
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Father Earth with state-sponsored propaganda designed to dehumanize people like 
Essun, and so justify their persecution and enslavement – I will discuss this theme 
further in Chapter 5. 

To sum it up, the limits of the pragmatism in 21st-century fiction, as well as the-
ories thereof, seem to lie in the unpredictability of the impact stories may have on 
our perception of reality: the open question as to whether that impact is significant 
or lasting at all, and the potential dark side of storytelling if it is. The suggestions 
cited above that this pragmatic fiction relies on its reader’s good-faith participation 
in the communicative process seems like another potential practical and ethical pit-
fall as well. Funk’s articulation of how the reader’s own experience of the “truthful-
ness” of a communicative process replaces truthfulness of representation as the eth-
ical reference point carries, to me, an especially ominous echo of the post-truth sen-
timent discussed in the previous chapter. It espouses, after all, the notion that “truth” 
is a matter of subjective experience (cf. Baggini 2017, 71; Browse et al. 2019, 248; 
Mäkelä et al. 2021, 147) rather than something concerning a shared, non-imaginary 
world – a notion that is innocuous enough when it comes to fictional worlds but 
becomes less so if the reader’s attitude towards fiction is believed to seep through 
into their outlook to the world outside (cf. McIntyre 2018, 145). When it comes to 
interpreting “reality,” after all, rhetorical appeals to the audience’s own potentially 
misinformed judgement is regarded as a dangerous game, a hallmark of post-truth 
politics (see Fuller 2018, 4; also Baggini 2017, 30–31; Mäkelä 2019, 462). It seems to 
me, therefore, that while a dialogic appeal to the reader’s own experience and judge-
ment may facilitate those “authentic encounters” with a piece of fiction, it is little 
less ethically dubious than the deconstructive work of postmodernism when it comes 
to fiction encountering the world outside itself – indeed it has potential to be even 
more so.  

With these caveats in mind, I do think it a justifiable leap of faith to assume that 
a kind of self-reflective fiction which calls for the reader to participate earnestly in a 
communicative process engenders more constructive an outlook to worlds both in-
side and outside fiction than a kind which calls for general suspicion of representa-
tion. In terms of the intensifying crisis of representation, theories that stress the sin-
cerity and pragmatic centering of communication in contemporary fiction are per-
haps more focused on 21st-century storytelling coping with the crisis than its attempts 
to address or resolve it. They are, in general, more interested in how meaningful 
communication of ideas and experiences in fiction becomes possible despite the un-
reality of reality than in how this reality could be credibly included in that communi-
cation. As I demonstrate with my analysis of The Broken Earth, imaginative world-
creation in works of fantasy serves these pragmatic goals quite well, as it conveys its 
meaning precisely by excluding from the communication any references to the actual 
environmental crisis, leaving it up to the reader to draw the parallels if they are so 
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inclined. In something of a paradox, this disavowal of representing external reality 
arguably enables a deeper symbolic commitment to the topical issues of the Anthro-
pocene amid the crisis of representation (cf. Attebery 2014, 21) – not least because 
the estranging way Jemisin’s trilogy confronts those issues makes it less likely to get 
tangled up in the post-truth discourse that surrounds politically polarized topics like 
climate change in the present media environment. On the flipside, though, it is also 
probably less likely to be interpreted as climate fiction at all.  

This sort of pragmatic world-creation in 21st-century fantasy, in conclusion, is an 
illuminating example of the conception of mimesis adapting to a world where truth-
ful representation – or the very notion of truth – is regarded as impossible. Combin-
ing audacious artifice with compelling and resonating thought experiments, such fic-
tion has potential to convey subtle yet impactful messages pertaining to the outside 
world while avoiding an explicit commitment to any one version of reality. Offering 
both distance from the complexities of the outside world and coherent models of 
alternative reality, a fantasy world like Jemisin’s living planet can serve as a powerful 
vehicle for communicating ideas in that audaciously fictional manner Huber, Funk, 
Konstantinou and others associate with sincere, unironic storytelling beyond post-
modernism. To explore further how such fantasy world-building might not only 
cope with the crisis of representation but to address it head on, however, it is neces-
sary to take a closer look at that audacious fictionality itself – and to ask, how does 
fantasy storytelling address and take responsibility for its own power as a form of 
communication in a world where questions about ethical and unethical uses of sto-
ries become increasingly more urgent. 

3.2. The Power(ful Belief) in Storytelling: Stories about Stories 
after the Suspicion of Narrative 

In an obscure and characteristically understated way, Ishiguro’s The Buried Giant reads 
like a subtle homage to The Lord of the Rings. Like Tolkien’s epic, the novel follows 
humble people who live in a hole on the side of a hill; in both works these people 
embark on a journey far from home and end up on a quest, far beyond their apparent 
capabilities, to vanquish an old evil; and both end with one of the protagonists leav-
ing the mortal world on a boat. Beyond these superficial similarities, however, a more 
profound kinship between Ishiguro’s novel and Tolkien’s resides in their common 
overarching mythic pattern, or master narrative, of an age of legends coming to an 
end and a new, altogether more mundane world taking its place. In Middle-earth this 
end of an era is signified by the elves departing for the undying lands beyond the 
Western sea, never to return, taking their stories, songs and long memory with them. 
Along with them, magic is gradually fading from the world, irrevocably changing the 
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very texture of reality: “I feel it in the water, I feel it in the earth, and I smell it in the 
air,” muses Treebeard the ent wistfully (Rings, 1285). With immortal elves doomed 
to “depart into the West or dwindle to a rustic folk of dell and cave, slowly to forget 
and be forgotten” (ibid., 475), Middle-earth effectively loses its direct link to the past, 
and the short-lived men left to inherit the world turn their sights to the future instead. 
Over time, it is implied, the world will forget it ever even had creatures like elves, 
ents or hobbits inhabiting it. 

Something very similar is happening in The Buried Giant. It is a story about a world 
in the process of passing from an age defined by legends to one structured in histor-
ical record – in essence, a story of how Arthurian Britain became England as it is 
known today. The story is ostensibly set in sub-Roman Britain, in the 6th century or 
so, after the Roman occupation has ended but before the Saxon conquest has gotten 
fully underway – a time period colloquially known as the Dark Ages because there 
are few written historical records about it. The novel begins by informing the reader 
directly that this world is indeed very different from the popular image of England: 

You would have searched a long time for the sort of winding lane or tranquil meadow 
for which England later became celebrated. There were instead miles of desolate, un-
cultivated land; here and there rough-hewn paths over craggy hills or bleak moorland. 
Most of the roads left by the Romans would by then have become broken of over-
grown, often fading into wilderness. Icy fogs hung over rivers and marshes, serving 
all too well the ogres that were then still native to this land. (Giant, 3) 

The mention of ogres being “native to this land” is the first clue for the reader that 
the world introduced in this opening passage is not just a historically distant past 
Britain – it is a Britain of myth and lore, home to the legendary King Arthur and his 
Knights of the Round Table, as well as all the sorcerers, dragons, ogres, pixies, mag-
ical swords and other trappings of that mythos. It is, in short, the Dark-Ages Britain 
of popular imagination (cf. Eco 1987, 61–62), a realm that has served as the setting 
for numerous other works of pseudo-medieval fantasy fiction throughout the genre’s 
history.105 Mixing a conceit of representing the distant past of the actual current Eng-
land with mythical creatures and, later on in the story, references to the Arthurian 
legend, Ishiguro’s novel presents a world that appears to be the version of sub-Ro-
man Britain as it is constructed in storytelling – another fantasy literalization of the 
idea of narratively created reality. In the absence of historical narratives, this past Britain 
is projected by myth and legend, where ogres, wizards and dragons are no less part 
of the world than Briton and Saxon villages, ruined Roman villas and the fog over 
the moors. It is, in this sense, also reminiscent of Tolkien’s legendarium as a 

 
105 The most well-known of these works of Arthurian fantasy is Marion Zimmer Brad-
ley’s The Mists  of  Avalon (1983) and its sequels,  a feminist retelling of the King Arthur 
mythos from the perspective of its female characters. 
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“mythology dedicated to England” (see Korpua 2015, 19) – although in this case, of 
course, the story is much more directly and explicitly connected to both existing 
myths and the past of actual England. Like Tolkien’s mythopoetic work, The Buried 
Giant builds an experimental master narrative about the origins of England as it is 
known today, in spiritual sense rather than historical, casting the current realm as a 
descendant of the mythical one. This association is, therefore, also liable to guide a 
skilled fantasy reader to approach the imaginary world in terms of a thought experi-
ment about narrative construction of the past, and the roles of mythical and histori-
cal narratives in that construction. 

Like Middle-earth, the world of The Buried Giant is also changing. King Arthur is 
long-dead and so is Merlin; the last remaining Knight of the Round Table, Sir 
Gawain, is getting on in years; the last dragon is dying. Ogres are still native to the 
land but implied to also go extinct soon. The Briton lands will soon be claimed by 
the Saxon conquerors who establish the kingdoms that will eventually become Eng-
land – the Anglo-Saxon England as it is known in historical narratives. The Dark 
Ages are ending when the world, in essence, transitions from a time of myths and 
legends to that of historical record. Like the fading Middle-earth, the old world of 
Arthurian legend is also presented to be in slow, gradual decay, embodied in human 
form by the abovementioned Sir Gawain, who is demoted from a larger-than-life 
hero of chivalric romances106 into a way less awe-inspiring figure described here: 

“It happens there’s an aged knight left from Arthur’s days, charged by that great king 
many years ago to slay [the dragon] Querig. You may come across him should you 
take the mountain road. He’s not easily missed, dressed in rusted chainmail and 
mounted on a weary steed, always eager to proclaim his sacred mission, though I’d 
guess the old fool has never given that she-dragon a single moment of anxiety. We’ll 
reach a great age waiting for the day he fulfils his duty.” (Giant, 69)  

Sir Gawain, a major character in the novel, is pronounced here quite fittingly to be 
“left” from Arthur’s days – a rusty relic from a bygone era of knights in shining 
armor with great kings to serve and great monsters to vanquish. By contrasting the 
well-known figure of Arthurian legends with this decrepit old man with failing men-
tal faculties, who wanders aimlessly around the moors, his quest abandoned, and 
occasionally launches into apparently nonsensical rambling monologues, Ishiguro’s 
novel uses Sir Gawain as a synecdoche for the world of Arthurian legend as a whole 
fading away. The last of the Knights of the Round Table, along with the dying 
dragon, the soon-to-be-gone ogres and even the protagonists Axl and Beatrice, an 
elderly Briton couple, are all thus cast as last declining remnants of a past age clinging 
to a world that has no place or purpose for creatures like them anymore. 

 
106 Sir Gawain is best known as the protagonist of the 14 th century chivalric romance 
Sir Gawaine and the Green Knight .   
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In this junction between mythical and historical versions of Britain, the land is 
also plagued by a mysterious curse of forgetfulness which Axl and Beatrice call “the 
mist.” The couple can barely remember a son they once had, or any details of the 
long life they have shared – and the same affliction has come over everyone else, 
too, precluding the naturalizing interpretation of this forgetfulness as something as 
mundane as age-related dementia. The past of the world seems, the narrator states, 
to have simply “somehow faded into a mist as dense as that which hung over the 
marshes” (Giant, 7). Along with their memories, the characters are shown to lose 
their identities, communal ties to each other and sense of purpose. Axl and Beatrice 
are looking for that son they barely remember; Sir Gawain keeps procrastinating his 
supposedly sacred duty; and the long-winded conversations between the characters 
tend to be banal and repetitive to the point of becoming mere white noise. For the 
reader, this absence of character identities, meaningful connections between those 
characters and clear motivations for their actions comes easily across as tangible lack 
of narrative sense: characters’ personal and collective backstories, stories connecting 
them to the land and stories by which they would organize their reality are all made 
conspicuous in their absence. This way, the mist of forgetfulness turns the world of 
the novel quite oppressive for the reader as well as the characters. It confines the 
available impression of that world into a stifling, vague present with no clear sense 
of either past or future, little apparent causality in the succession of events and a 
palpable sensation that the world fades into nothingness immediately outside the 
reach of that present.  

The quest Axl and Beatrice embark on, along with Sir Gawain and a Saxon war-
rior called Wistan, is an attempt to free the land from the mist by slaying the she-
dragon Querig whose cursed breath is, as rumor has it, causing it. The dragon how-
ever, it turns out, is already on her last legs – another obsolete relic of a dying age. It 
also becomes apparent that the world has gotten stuck where it is, in a limbo between 
myth and history, because the wizard Merlin cursed the dragon’s breath in order to 
wipe from people’s collective memory a genocide King Arthur once committed on 
the Saxon people – and that Sir Gawain was tasked by his king to protect the beast, 
not to slay it. This was, it is implied, done in a misguided attempt to prevent a cycle 
of revenge and allow a peaceful coexistence of the perpetrators with the survivors. 
Instead, however, it has prevented people from dealing with the trauma and, as such, 
brought the whole world to a standstill, able to neither face the past nor move on. 
By killing both Sir Gawain and the dragon, Wistan puts an unceremonious, anticli-
mactic and only slightly premature end to the curse, and along with it to the Arthu-
rian version of the world; and with bitter memories finally resurfacing, history gets 
kick-started, promptly careering towards another war from which the Anglo-Saxon 
England will emerge in due course. This new version of England will be defined not 
by myth and legend but by historical record – and ogres and the like will not be 
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native to that land, because the narratives in which it is constructed will have no such 
creatures in them. Near the end of the novel, Wistan warns Axl and Beatrice that, in 
retaliation to Arthur’s atrocity, Saxons are soon going to eradicate the Briton people 
from the land as well: 

“The giant, once well buried, now stirs. When soon he rises, as surely he will, the 
friendly bonds between us will prove as knots young girls make with the stems of 
small flowers. Men will burn their neighbours’ houses by night. Hang children from 
trees at dawn. The rivers will stink with corpses bloated from their days of voyaging. 
And even as they move on, our armies will grow larger, swollen by anger and thirst 
for vengeance. For you Britons, it’ll be as a ball of fire rolls towards you. You’ll flee 
or perish. And country by country, this will become a new land, a Saxon land, with 
no more trace of your people’s time here than a flock or two of sheep wandering the 
hills untended.” (ibid., 324) 

What Wistan is anticipating here is not just an ethnic cleansing, but a deliberate eras-
ure of the very memory of Britons by omitting them from the Anglo-Saxon written 
history, so that it will be like they never even existed – just like, it is obliquely sug-
gested, it will seem like ogres, dragons or Arthur’s Camelot never really existed. 
Spelling out the notion that the regime of the Saxons will be “a new land,” he rele-
gates the Arthurian Britain to fade and be forgotten, having little to do with the new 
world order. In a way reminiscent of the postmodernist historiographic metafiction 
theorized by Hutcheon (e. g. 1988, 92–93), this transition of the narratively con-
structed world from mythical narratives to historical ones is thereby presented as a 
matter of power relations (cf. Berlatsky 2011, 18): who gets to tell the story by which 
the new world is shaped, and what implications that has for those who are silenced 
and left out? In obscuring people’s memories, Merlin once stripped both Britons and 
Saxons from their stories; in the near future, victorious Saxons will in turn write 
Britons out of their version of the world. Alike to Frodo Baggins, who departs Mid-
dle-earth aboard an elven ship realizing that “I tried to save the Shire, and it has been 
saved, but not for me” (Rings, 1346), Axl and Beatrice thus find that they have no 
place in this new world they helped to bring about – they are not part of its story 
anymore. The novel ends, as mentioned, with Beatrice boarding a boat for a green 
island, ferried by a kindly boatman heavily implied to be a personification of death. 

Ishiguro has explained in interviews for The Guardian and The New York Times that 
he chose to set his story in a fantasy world – a choice widely considered surprising 
by critics – because such a setting allows him to explore themes of collective memory 
and trauma and their repression in a universal manner. Concerned that placing the 
story in, say, post-WWII France or Japan would “blunt the impact of the idea, mak-
ing it seem too narrow and political” (in Alter, A. 2015), he “was trying to find some-
thing that would be obviously fictional […] that would clearly signal that this was 
fantasy and you’re supposed to apply it to many situations” (in Clark 2015). In this 
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sentiment, Ishiguro echoes Rayment (2014, 83) and Cameron (2015, 33), both of 
whom see fantasy world-building as a means for separating ideas from their usual 
baggage of social and historical context and thus making them available for exami-
nations in “a purified state” (Rayment 2014, 90). In this case, isolating the story of a 
suppressed memory of genocide into a fantasy world and literalizing that suppression 
into an enchantment (cf. Cameron 2015, 34) enables the story to scrutinize the re-
pressed trauma on a conceptual level – similarly to how the strange planet of The 
Broken Earth allows that work to examine human exploitation of the planet as a 
purely ethical issue. As such, The Buried Giant can resonate with any story of a coerced 
forgetting or unaddressed national trauma to be found in world history, yet avoids 
getting tangled up in any politically charged historiographic controversy that might 
pertain to the particulars of any specific case.107  

In terms of bridging the Great Divide after postmodernism, what particularly 
interests me in Ishiguro’s justification of his choice of genre is the value he recog-
nizes in this sort of mythopoetic world-building as a useful narrative device. His work 
does not appropriate fantasy elements ironically or superficially, let alone use them 
to defy the “elitist” tastes of modernism (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 44; McHale 2012, 142–
143) – the connotations of lowness or popularity associated with fantasy do not enter 
into the equation in any significant way (cf. Lanzendörfer 2016, 9). Instead of co-
opting or deconstructing the genre or the mythical mode of storytelling it is built on, 
The Buried Giant fully lends itself to be read as a fantasy novel, partaking in the tradi-
tion that happens to have forms of expression that suit its needs “stockpiled” in its 
arsenal, to recall Grossman’s expression from Chapter 1 (2012). In this pragmatic 
outlook to affiliating with an old and distinct literary tradition, Ishiguro’s novel ex-
emplifies a shift from postmodernist “recycling” of past styles and popular culture 
to what van den Akker and Vermeulen call “upcycling.” According to them,  

metamodern artists – from writers to artists in broader sense – increasingly pick out 
from the scrapheap of history those elements that allow then to resignify the present 
and reimagine a future. […] Whereas both recycling and upcycling are forms of re-
using waste products, the former results in a product with less purity and use-value 
than the original, while the latter aims to approach – or do justice – to the original’s 
style and substance while purportedly adding value. (2017, 10)   

Even though the connotations of waste-management strike me as a bit distasteful, 
these metaphors do capture rather neatly “the greater generic openness” that fiction 
of the 21st century, according to Pettersson, has returned (2016, 64). With the waning 

 
107 Ishiguro himself gives as examples of such controversies the French tendency to 
interpret their wartime history in terms of resistance to the Nazi occupation rather 
than the willing collaboration of the Vichy government, as well as the Japanese re-
luctance to acknowledge themselves as aggressors in WWII , which continues to 
plague the country’s relationship with China to this day  (Clark 2015).  
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of the essentialist separation of literary and popular spheres of fiction that charac-
terizes both modernism and postmodernism, genre fiction becomes perceived not 
so much as a low-culture foil for literary fiction as a resource for alternative forms of ex-
pression (see Lanzendörfer 2016, 4–6) – in this case, conspicuously inventive world-
building. The Buried Giant, then, appears to be representative of this broader tendency 
of contemporary storytelling to dig through the “scrapheaps” and “stockpiles” of 
outmoded and discarded literary styles and tropes, not for things to be ironically 
displayed as curiosities (cf. James 2011, 495) but for devices that could, with some 
tweaks and updates, be refashioned into something that can be used to attribute 
meaning to the 21st-century world (cf. Hume 1984, 92; Gomel 2012, 394). From van 
den Akker and Vermeulen’s choice of wording, what comes strongly across again is 
the pragmatist notion of fiction deriving value from its usefulness – not from its originality 
or innovativeness but from its suitability for some communicative purpose (cf. Rous-
sin 2017, 385). In Ishiguro’s case, fantasy holds such use-value for its conspicuous 
fictionality, which allows The Buried Giant to convey its exploration of repressed 
trauma as a universally applicable thought experiment, without inviting questions 
about the veracity of the version of the past it presents or accusations of bias in the 
way it presents it. This novel is, therefore, another example of contemporary fantasy 
building an obviously imaginary world to bypass all the competing versions of reality 
out there – and thus, again, coping with the intensifying crisis of representation. 

Ishiguro’s own reasoning behind his decision to write a fantasy novel attests to 
the potency of fantasy world-building for communicating ideas in a world where any 
conceit of directly representing external reality risks accusations of naivety at best 
and ideological bias or post-truth sentiment at worst.108 In the face of this world, the 
self-evident artifice of fantasy appears, again, to make it a particularly effective means 
for inviting the reader to consider those ideas with an open mind, “less invested in 
our prior beliefs and prejudices” (Cameron 2015, 32). Aside from estranging the 
ideas of collective memory and trauma from any established discourse surrounding 
them, however, the way The Buried Giant participates in the fantasy genre also con-
tributes to the novel’s exploration of the narratively constructed quality of the past, 
and of reality in general – as my brief analysis above demonstrates. Through its af-
finity with the genre itself, and that ever-looming mountain of The Lord of the Rings 

 
108 In contrast,  one might consider popular recent pieces of realist historical fiction 
like HBO’s Chernobyl (2019) or Netflix’s The Crown (2016–), both of which have in-
spired heated debates about the ethics of using even a modicum of artist ic license in 
telling a story that the audience might take to be documentary in intent. Simon Jen-
kins of The Guardian ,  for one, does go as far as to evoke the post -truth discourse in 
his condemnation of the latter,  stating that “ The Crown’s fake history is as corrosive 
as fake news” (2020) and even proposing that the show should carry a content warn-
ing for being fiction – a sentiment later echoed by the UK culture secretary Oliver 
Dowden. It does indeed seem, then, that for some, fictionality must be made blatantly 
obvious in order for it  to be separable from lying in these complicated t imes.    
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in particular, as well as with the myths that inspired Tolkien and his fellow fantasists, 
Ishiguro’s novel becomes a prime example of that inherently self-reflective “spinning 
stories about stories” by which Attebery characterizes the genre. In another feat of 
what van den Akker and Vermeulen would call upcycling, it thus performs what 
Attebery deems the “cultural work” of fantasy: “redefining the relationship between 
contemporary readers and mythic texts” (2014, 3–4). Specifically, it refashions the 
stuff of Arthurian legend into a model of a world where the past is literally con-
structed in storytelling and, in so doing, prompts consideration of the artifice of all 
presently accessible versions of the past, as well as the power dynamics involved in 
determining which stories of that past are kept alive in retelling, and which are quietly 
forgotten or forcibly unwritten (cf. Meretoja 2016, 108).  

As a model of a world that is literally created in myth and undone in history, 
Ishiguro’s reimagining of the Arthurian Britain functions as a vehicle for thematizing 
the way stories are used to construct not only the distant past but our sense of reality 
in general. As a story about stories and a lack of stories, The Buried Giant does what 
Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s metafictional fantasies discussed in the previous 
chapter have done before it: dissolves the boundaries between stories and reality, 
collapsing the two together onto the same ontological level. This results in an exper-
imental model of a reality which, in the same vein with those older works, encodes 
the narratively constructed quality of the world into its very configuration. By literal-
izing the idea of a world created in storytelling, Ishiguro’s novel raises the familiar 
questions about what it is like to live in a narratively constructed world, how could 
such a world be navigated and experienced as meaningful, what would constitute 
power in such a world and so on. With the curse of amnesia plaguing the characters, 
the novel foregrounds the individual and collective suffering of people who, violently 
stripped from their stories by Merlin’s curse, can neither have a proper sense of self 
nor form meaningful relationships with each other or their land. With the broader 
overarching master narrative of a mythical world converting into historical, the novel 
extrapolates this theme of memory and storytelling to the cosmic scale of interpret-
ing the imaginary world as a whole – examining the way historical and mythical nar-
ratives, and the memory they are used to carry or erase, access or obscure the past. 
Both on the personal and the cosmic level, the role of storytelling in configuring and 
connecting with the world is rendered literal and tangible, easily available for exami-
nation (cf. Chu 2010, 15).  

In this thematization of narrative construction of reality, then, The Buried Giant 
follows Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s footsteps in the quest for fictionality within 
the fantasy genre. As I noted in Chapter 2, this quest is in large part parallel to the 
one undertaken by literary postmodernism, seeking ways for fiction to, as Waugh 
sees it, produce models for comprehending the artifice and even fictionality of the 
world outside (1984, 9) – but diverges from that parallel in its refusal to equate the 
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narrative artifice of reality with imposition of false meaning. The metafictional streak 
of the fantasy genre has, after all, traditionally been more interested in potential uses 
of the world-shaping power of narrative than undermining that power – an outlook 
it seems to share with the “pragmatic” 21st-century fiction in general. In the case of 
The Buried Giant, this pragmatism is evident in the way its narratively created version 
of a distant past is not so much deconstructed as an artificial structure imposing 
narrative sense to “historical detritus” (see Berlatsky 2011, 15; Roussin 2017, 394) as 
it is, again in keeping with the philosophical tradition of metafictional fantasy, ac-
cepted as a vehicle for examining the relations between stories and worlds. It casts 
stories as tools for building a functional sense of the past, however incomplete and 
imperfect that sense may be – the ethos being that even if the only version of the 
sub-Roman Britain presentable in storytelling is created in storytelling, that does not 
need to make it any less meaningful, useful or even “true” (cf. Attebery 2014, 23). 
Stories, despite being flawed tools and liable to be weaponized, are also shown to be 
essential for the characters to have meaningful relationships with each other and to 
make sense of their world.  

Storytelling is thus cast in The Buried Giant as the fundamental human way of 
inhabiting and interpreting the world. In this outlook, Ishiguro’s novel aligns itself 
with the shift of attitude towards narrative form to which I alluded at the end of the 
previous chapter: the narrative turn. According to Meretoja, this turn entails “regard-
ing narratives as not only indispensable but also cognitively significant, capable of 
providing us with models for interpreting our experiences and orienting ourselves in 
the world” (2014, 223; cf. Lyotard 1984, 19; Ricoeur 1984, xi) – and not only in 
fiction but across humanities and social sciences as well (also Salmon 2010, 6; 
Hyvärinen 2010, 69; Roussin 2017, 384). To be clear, this development can hardly 
be regarded as a move beyond postmodernism per se, in either fiction or academia; 
instead, as Paul Dawson notes, it is “a product of the intellectual milieu fostered by 
postmodern theory” (2017, 408). As I mentioned in passing early in Chapter 2, 
McHale aligns his own project of “constructing postmodernism” with the narrative 
turn in theory, reflecting on that project as an act of storytelling in reference to the 
Lyotardian notion of narrative as a self-legitimizing form of knowledge (1992, 5; also 
Roussin 2017, 385–386; see Lyotard 1984, 7).109 Wryly remarking that “where once 

 
109 According to McHale, the term “narrative turn” was first coined by Christopher 
Norris in 1985 (1992, 4);  others, like Matti Hyvärinen, credit it  to Martin Kreiswirth, 
who “introduced the new term in the context of t he human sciences” in 1992 (2010, 
71; also Roussin 2017, 383; Dawson 2017, 405). The older coinage describes  this  turn 
mainly in terms of scholarly writ ing  across disciplines turning to narrative as a means 
of theorizing the world, while the newer one defines it  by a widespread interest across 
those disciplines in the narrative qualit ies of their various subject matter.  The two 
are interrelated and overlapping, slightly different perspectives to the same 
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we had theories about narrative, we now have stories about theory,” he argues that 
such a turn “would seem to be one of the contemporary responses to the loss of 
metaphysical ‘grounding’ or ‘foundations’ for our theorizing” (1992, 4). The inter-
disciplinary turn to narrative sense-making is, by this account, an adaptation to the crisis 
of representation in itself, with narrativization seen as a way of rendering the ontologi-
cally unstable postmodern reality into something discussable, even if there still is a 
need to reflect on its artifice. There is a notable sense of pragmatism in this outlook 
to theorizing the world – pragmatism which, as it seems, trickles down from aca-
demia to 21st-century fiction. 

A shift beyond postmodernism – a subtle one, more of a continuity than a break 
– happens when the narrative turn keeps turning, as it were, with suspicious anxiety 
over the distortion involved in these narrative renderings of reality (see McHale 
1992, 5–6) gradually giving way to a more or less sincere belief in the notion that 
human beings are “storytelling animals” (see Meretoja 2014, 124; Roussin 2017, 398; 
Dawson 2017, 407) for whom telling and sharing stories is an essential, even natural, 
way of existing in the world (also Gomel 2014b, 19; Corsa 2018, 243). Both within 
academia and without, this belief manifests in the abovementioned interdisciplinary 
interest in the roles narrative has to play in various aspects of human life, from the 
notion of life-narration as identity-building in psychology (e. g. McAdams & McLean 
2013, 233–234; see Hyvärinen 2010, 75) to the conception of narrative as a means 
for persuasion and consensus-building in communications, politics and marketing 
(Roussin 2017, 399).110 In general, as Maria Mäkelä (e. g. 2018, 175) and others have 
suggested, there seems to be a “storytelling boom” going on in “today’s textual and 
social environments, dominated as they are by storytelling” (Mäkelä et al. 2021, 140; 
also Meretoja 2014, 2; Fernandes 2017, 2) from traditional journalism, political rhet-
oric and commercial brand-building to social media platforms. Storytelling, in short, 
is everywhere, constantly promoted as the fundamental interface between the human 
mind and the world it encounters. This pervasiveness and perceived “naturalness” 
of storytelling in contemporary life is also present in Ishiguro’s novel, which renders 
this human dependence of storytelling tangible by showing what happens to the 

 
phenomenon; Hyvärinen neatly combines them in his rem ark that “[e]ven the narra-
tive turn required construction and narration to come into being” (2010, 71).  
110 In addition to the academic discourse in these fields, the belief in the power of 
narrative finds a wildly successful popular iteration in self -help books and leadership 
and marketing manuals. A quick search on Amazon .com brings up a wealth of such 
publications, with t it les like Winning the Story Wars:  Why Those Who Tel l  - and Live - the 
Best Stories  Wil l  Rule the Future  (2012) by John Sachs, Unleash the Power of  Storyte l l ing: 
Win Hearts ,  Change Minds, Get Results  (2018) by Rob Biesenbach and Stor ies  That Stick: 
How Storyte l l ing Can Captivate Customers , Inf luence Audiences ,  and Transform Your Business 
(2019) by Kindra Hall.  
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characters and the world they inhabit when the stories defining them are taken away 
– both are reduced into sketchy, ailing shadows of themselves, barely real at all.  

The gradual normalization the idea of narrative sense-making as “inseparable 
from our being in the world” (Meretoja & Davis 2018, 6) eventually results in a 
divergence from the postmodernist outlook to the power of narrative that looks 
more like a qualitative break. With the storytelling boom popularizing the idea or a 
narratively constructed reality, such a version of the world feels less and less like that 
alienating simulacrum substituting for a “well lost” true reality (cf. McHale 1992, 5). 
Instead, it starts to feel like home – like the natural habitat for that “storytelling ani-
mal.” The belief in the power of storytelling as a means for “imagining and reinvent-
ing the world together with others” (Meretoja & Davis 2018, 7) suggests, after all, an 
idea of reality as something human beings collectively and constantly build, shape 
and cultivate by creating and sharing stories (cf. Salmon 2010, 28–29; also Corsa 
2018, 249). This resembles, in a way, an Arendtian conception of the world as de-
scribed by the political science scholar Ari-Elmeri Hyvönen: “a shorthand for the 
common, political in-between space that both brings us together and separates us” 
which “does not sustain itself, but requires care, attention and attendance” (Hyvönen 
2018, 33). From this perspective, the world outside fiction is, like those inside it, an 
artefact of sorts in itself: built by people for people. Despite perhaps not fully de-
serving the moniker “consensus reality,” full of internal tensions and contradictions 
as it is, this world is nevertheless far from unreal – and even if fiction may not be 
able to represent that world as such, it can definitely take meaningful part in building it. 
Indeed, judging by the accounts of the ethical duty of 21s century fiction addressed 
in the previous section (e. g. Huber 2014, 218; Gibbons 2015, 31), it is widely thought 
it should do exactly that.  

The narratively constructed fantasy world in The Buried Giant illustrates this notion 
of story-based ontology through literalizing it; and like The Lord of the Rings, The 
Earthsea Cycle and Discworld before it, it presents this alternative ontology as an inher-
ent quality of a world where people go about their lives, playing through scenarios 
about what it would be like to live in this kind of world. In a sense, works like these 
can even be taken to reflect the kind of narrative-based sense of reality described 
above. Konstantinou, for one, has argued that in the wake of postmodernism, met-
afiction serves as a disruptive “anti-mimetic” device no more, becoming “merely a 
way of registering the features of that reality” in all its glaring artifice (2017, 92). 
Conspicuous fictionality of a story, by this line of thinking, does not appear com-
pletely antithetical to it imitating or mirroring the world outside anymore – rather, it 
is even conceivable “as a kind of realism” (ibid.) illustrating the artefactual quality of 
that world as a matter of observation (cf. McLaughlin 2012, 218; Alber & Bell 2019, 
131). Seen this way, the myth-based fantasy ontology of The Buried Giant would not 
actually appear all that estranging as a way of configuring a reality, but only a slight 
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exaggeration of an already familiar notion of reality as a narrative creation. The 
strangeness of this fantasy world stems not from its story-based ontology itself, let 
alone the mythical beasts and heroes roaming its landscape, but from the uncanny 
sense of blank space looming just beyond the narrative’s immediate present: the ee-
rie, unnatural lack of stories.  

I would not myself go as far as to consider the world-building of Ishiguro’s novel 
as a feat of realism for a new and weird reality; the imaginary world’s genre-conscious 
framing as a fantasy realm, if nothing else, signifies its deliberate ontological distinct-
ness from the world outside. However, the novel does narrativize the idea of this sort 
of reality, presenting a model and even a theory of it, in a similar sense to McHale’s 
description of his theory of postmodernism as an attempt to formulate the slippery 
subject into a literary-historical narrative (1992, 7). Moreover, just like such a narra-
tively constructed theory is a device for making narrative sense of reality, an experi-
mental world like that of Ishiguro’s novel – or any other fantasy novel – is built to 
serve as a model for organizing a world. In 21st-century fantasy, as I noted at the end of 
my earlier discussion of Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s quest for fictionality, these 
models are increasingly concerned with the power of storytelling itself as part of 
human existence. The growing prominence of this recurring theme of the genre co-
incides with the “storytelling boom,” and as I argued in the last section of the previ-
ous chapter, it also seems to correspond with the crisis of representation intensifying 
and gaining popular prominence via the post-truth discourse. These two phenom-
ena, I think, are fundamentally linked. The same normalization and popularization 
of the idea of reality as a discursive creation is, after all detectable behind both the 
idea of the “storytelling animal” and the notion of the world having become post-
truth. In fact, the world projected in the post-truth discourse seems to perfectly com-
plement the one projected in much of the rhetoric of the narrative turn – in essence, 
this version of the 21st-century reality encapsulates the dark side of the storytelling boom.  

Together with Colin Davis, Meretoja has also noted that “[w]hat is now some-
times characterized as the ‘post-truth’ world is one in which narrative plays an ever-
more important, ever-more conflicted role” (2018, 8; also Mäkelä et al 2021). Both 
the post-truth discourse and the rhetoric of the storytelling boom epitomize the same 
belief in the power of compelling stories, regardless of their truthfulness or mendac-
ity, to change the very shape of reality – a power which “can be used or abused” 
(Meretoja & Davis 2018, 2), harnessed as a tool or a weapon (also Nurminen 2019, 
315). As I concluded from my earlier discussion of the post-truth, this instrumental-
izing view of storytelling (see Roussin 2017, 385; also Salmon 2010, 7; Fernandes 
2017, 5; Nurminen 2019, 318) raises urgent questions about safe and unsafe, helpful 
and harmful uses of these tools. How is the power of narrative tapped into, by 
whom, and to what ends? Who benefits and who suffers? Who has the right to tell 
which story, and why (see Meretoja 2016, 99)? These questions are the reason why, 



178 

according to Roussin, “among philosophers, the narrative turn has most often 
proved to be an ethical turn” (2017, 388): the burning follow-up issue brought up by 
the belief in the power of narrative is that of the ethics of handling such power. For post-
modernists, the responsible thing to do was to view all forms of narrative suspi-
ciously as potential vehicles for oppression (see Hutcheon 2002, 7–8). However, if 
one believes that storytelling is an inescapable part of being human, or that storytell-
ers have an ethical duty to contribute to a shared sense of reality in a productive way, 
simply undermining the power of narrative does not quite cut it.  

The quest for fictionality undertaken by 21st-century storytelling, therefore, turns 
towards the role of fiction in a narratively created world: how can it care for such a world? 
This is, as I see it, a central line of inquiry The Buried Giant follows in its thought 
experiment about a narratively constructed past. On the one hand, the novel casts 
stories quite literally as the stuff of which the fantasy world is made and without 
which it could not exist – as well as, on the smaller scale, vital for the characters’ 
being in that world. On the other hand, it also presents this “natural” part of the 
world’s ontology as something that is carelessly weaponized by both Britons and 
Saxons, first by Merlin erasing the story of the genocide, then by the vengeful victims 
of that atrocity creating a new story of England as a Saxon land that does not feature 
Britons. Both of these actions, whatever the intentions and justifications behind 
them, result in something being lost in the world and someone suffering. With its 
experimental world-building, Ishiguro’s novel renders the dark side of the power of 
narrative tangible while simultaneously presenting stories as vital for human exist-
ence – and is, as such, an excellent example of the kind of fiction Meretoja associates 
with the narrative turn, where “the depiction of storytelling as indispensable for hu-
man existence is often coupled with the sense that our entanglement in narratives is 
an ethically complex and ambivalent phenomenon” (2014, 177).  

The Buried Giant builds, in conclusion, a thought experiment on the premise, what 
if the world would literally be shaped by stories? – and in so doing lays bare some of 
the core assumptions about how the socially shared reality works underlying both 
the current storytelling boom and the post-truth discourse.111 For a reader who be-
lieves in the power of narrative to change the world, this may invite some highly 
salient considerations of what sorts of stories they, as a storytelling animal, should 
tell and retell, and what sort of reality they should seek to build for themselves and 
others. However, it is crucial to note that, as I mentioned above, The Buried Giant 
does not present its imaginary world as a reflection of our reality; on the contrary, it 
quite forcefully establishes it as a conspicuously fictional experimental scenario. It 
does not represent the world as a narrative creation, but constructs a world as a means 
of speculating how a story-based reality would work if such a reality existed. This 

 
111 For a  fuller discussion of Ishiguro’s novel as a confrontation of the post -truth 
discourse, see Kraatila 2019. 
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way, it narrativizes – or theorizes – what amounts to the version of the world pro-
jected in the post-truth discourse but avoids claiming that this is the way the world 
outside the fiction actually is. It manages, therefore, to address the belief in storytell-
ing as a structure of thinking the reader is invited to entertain for the sake of the a though 
experiment, without going as far as to endorse that belief (cf. Hume 1984, 100). As a 
result, it avoids the ethical pitfall faced by the non-fictional post-truth discourse, 
which, as I argued in the previous chapter, risks normalizing the idea of a world 
where truth has indeed become irrelevant or meaningless. 

To the question of how to put the world in narrative in an ethical way, then, 
Ishiguro’s novel offers up its own conspicuous fictionality as an answer of sorts. As 
a story about a genocide set in a fantasy world, it amounts to an example of how to 
tell such a story without distorting any version of the actual past; and as an explicitly 
experimental model of a world ruled by stories, it conveys the ethical implications of 
living in such a world without making careless truth claims about the present. As a 
work of fiction in the wake of the narrative turn and amidst the storytelling boom, 
it therefore holds itself accountable for the power of narrative vested in it (cf. Gib-
bons 2015, 41) by self-consciously reinforcing ontological boundaries between fictional 
and non-fictional modes of storytelling. While thus disavowing any attempt to rep-
resent the world outside itself, however, The Buried Giant also presents its narrative 
approximation of sub-Roman Britain as a meaningful model for constructing an eth-
ical response to a traumatic past (cf. Berlatsky 2011, 37) – and as such, offers it up as a 
contribution to the world outside itself. Ishiguro’s novel walks the tightrope between post-
modernist caution over the power of narrative and the 21st-century urge to care for 
the world, employing fantasy world-building to aid in this balancing act.  

Such world-building is an ontological device which inherently foregrounds not 
only a story’s fictionality but it speculativeness – its deliberately theoretical, indirect and 
ambiguous relationship to the world outside fiction. Somewhat paradoxically, it is 
precisely this speculative ambiguity which allows fantasy fiction not only to cope 
with or illustrate the intensifying crisis of representation but to confront it and to re-
connect meaningfully with the world outside itself. Therefore, I next take a closer 
look to speculation as a way of responding to the irrepresentable world.  

3.3. Speculative Route to Reality: Experimenting with Created 
Worlds 

At the first glance, what Abercrombie’s The Shattered Sea trilogy offers up to the 
reader to configure looks like something of a box-standard fantasy world. There is 
the traditional paratextual map at the beginning of Half a King, the first book, with 
the eponymous sea surrounded by invented countries and dotted with cities with 



180 

strange names like Strokom, Skekenhouse and Lunangad. The setting, as a whole, is 
reminiscent of early European Middle Ages in the typical pseudo-medieval fashion, 
with Viking-esque mariner kingdoms warring against each other around the sea, a 
pantheon of hundreds of gods watching over everything and mysterious accursed 
ruins scattered here and there as all that remains of an ancient magical race of elves 
who once ruled the world. The greatest of those ruins is the abovementioned 
Strokom, a haunted dead city of which it is said that everyone who dares to step a 
foot there sickens and dies. As a legend has it, these elves grew in might and 
knowledge until, at the height of their power and pride, they waged war upon God 
herself, and “in their arrogance they used a magic so strong it ripped open the Last 
Door, destroyed them all and broke the One God into the many” (King, 109). With 
this legend, Abercrombie’s work evokes a frequently recurring motif of fantasy 
world-building, namely that of a glorious ancient civilization that got destroyed for 
its hubris; notable examples of such civilizations include Númenor of Tolkien’s leg-
endarium and, of course, Syl Anagist in The Broken Earth, the nation which attempted 
to enslave Father Earth and doomed the world with its folly. Joining these other lost 
utopias within the fantasy genre, literary descendants of Plato’s Atlantis, the legend-
ary world of elves seems to be basically another repackaging of a familiar mythic 
pattern of hubris and downfall. 

There is, however, a twist in store to this well-worn fantasy staple. As the story 
progresses, it gradually becomes clear that those “elves” were not a supernatural race 
at all but just regular humans with advanced technology that only looks like magic 
when seen through the characters’ eyes. Moreover, a closer look to the aforemen-
tioned map reveals that the land depicted in it is actually shaped roughly like North-
ern Europe, with perhaps slightly risen sea levels and drawn by someone without the 
benefit of an aerial view of the continent. The Shattered sea is actually the Baltic sea; 
the ruined elf-city of Strokom is recognizable as Stockholm; Skekenhouse and Lu-
nangad seem to also be corrupted versions of those cities’ ancient names, Copenha-
gen and Leningrad, that is, St Petersburg. The priceless “elf-relics” revered by the 
people of that world are recognizable as mundane things like firearms and wrist-
watches. Most significantly, the cataclysm that destroyed the civilization of the 
“elves” and reshaped the very coastlines of Europe a long time ago, the event re-
ferred to as “Breaking of the World” or “Breaking of God,” was most likely a nuclear 
war; the horrible sickness those visiting Strokom succumb to is no curse, but radia-
tion poisoning. This is not, in the end, a typical secondary fantasy world at all, but a 
post-apocalyptic Europe – a vision of a distant future, with the earth-shattering dis-
aster suggested to occur in a chillingly near one.  

A primitive world or a strange planet that turns out to be a post-apocalyptic Earth 
is quite a common trope in Cold War era science fiction and gets occasionally 
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borrowed in fantasy.112 What makes this particular scenario more odd than most is 
that after the nuclear holocaust, the world has somehow ended up looking like the 
Viking era again, complete with those Northern seafarer cultures exploring, raiding 
and trading all over the continent, all the way to the far-off First of Cities, the capital 
of the mighty Empire of the South – a geographical and cultural stand-in for Con-
stantinople. There is even a side-story about the expansion of a Southern religion of 
One God into the polytheistic shores of the Shattered sea, paralleling the historical 
arrival of Christianity into Scandinavia. All of this suggests that in the experimental 
ontology of this fantasy world, time works in a cyclical fashion – that the clichéd 
proverbial notion of “history repeating itself” may, in this world, be literally true (cf. 
McHale 2018, 319). This idea of circularity is also recurrently evoked in the narration, 
in a remark of a character having “come full circle” in their personal journey (King, 
352), the stated belief of another character that “history turns in circles” (World, 341) 
or the piece of conventional wisdom invoked by yet another that “[v]engeance only 
walks a circle. From blood, back to blood” (ibid., 339). From the small scale of indi-
vidual characters’ experiences to grander claims or how the world works, circularities 
and repetition become central cues for the reader by which to interpret the story and 
grasp the mythic pattern underlying its imaginary world.  

In the final novel of the trilogy, Half a War, the circle of history takes a swift turn 
indeed. The protagonist of the first book, a young man called Yarvi, has become 
progressively more ruthless and enamored with power, and in his growing ambition 
he uses his influence as the Minister for the King of Gettland to provoke a war 
against the High King in Skekenhouse. He seeks to overthrow both the High King 
and his Minister, and to take the latter’s place as the true power behind the throne 
of the whole Shattered Sea – and to achieve this goal, he does not hesitate to plunder 
the forbidden ruins of Strokom for “elf-weapons,” to the growing dismay and alarm 
of his enemies and allies alike. A fellow minister, Mother Scaer, voices the fears of 
many: “Father Yarvi plans to break the most sacred laws of the Ministry, and bring 
elf-weapons out of Strokom. […] I have seen it! Blinded by his own arrogance, he 
plans to unleash the magic that broke God” (War, 250). From the perspective of the 
characters, the weapons left behind in the world by the elves are terrible magical 
devices that can be used to usurp the power belonging to gods – in their worldview, 
using such weapons risks another end of the world. The taboo laid on the relics of 
the past evokes a lesson familiar from countless myths and legends, and often recur-
ring in the tradition of fantasy storytelling: that dabbling with powers man was never 
meant to know is a folly that is bound to lead to a bad end.  

 
112 The most iconic example of this must be the twist ending of the 1968 science 
fiction film The Planet of the Apes .  Another recent work of fantasy fiction to  use the 
trope is Mark Lawrence’s The Broken Empire trilogy (2011–2013). 
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When Yarvi and his allies visit Strokom to retrieve the weapons, led by a strange 
woman called Skifr who has a reputation as a witch, the city is described as dark and 
nightmarish, in language familiar from any cursed country or Dark Lord’s lair ever 
portrayed in a fantasy novel: “No fevered imagining, no night-time foreboding, no 
madman’s nightmare could have come close to the reality of Strokom” (War, 291). 
Describes as a place where “even the gods fear to tread” (ibid. 292), full of towering 
ruined buildings with staring empty windows, it is really quite creepy. There is a 
striking blend of strangeness and familiarity in this dark and twisted hellscape that is 
still recognizable as one of the most prosperous European cities of the 21st century, 
driven home by Skifr’s running lecture to the others about how the ancient “elves” 
were “[t]erribly like and terribly unlike” humans: 

“They were far wiser, more numerous, more powerful than us. But, just like us, the 
more powerful they became, the more powerful they wished to become. Like men, 
the elves had holes in them that could never be filled. All of this…” And Skifr spread 
her arms wide to the mighty ruins, her cloak of rags billowing in the restless breeze. 
“All of this could not satisfy them. They were just as envious, ruthless and ambitious 
as us. Just as greedy. […] It is their greed that destroyed them. Do you hear me, Father 
Yarvi?” (ibid., 315) 

Skifr’s speech, delivered with the authority of an oracle, fuses together the mythical 
narrative of hubris and downfall and the pattern of circularities that repeats in the 
trilogy, suggesting that because people are fundamentally flawed in a similar way to 
the elves, they are doomed to repeat the same mistakes. Yarvi is singled out here as 
a paragon of those flaws, in his sacrilegious belief that the powerful weapons hidden 
in Strokom are his to use – a wider implication, however, is that those “holes that 
could never be filled” are part of the human condition in general, unchanged in the 
untold centuries or millennia that have passed between the nuclear war and the new 
Viking Age of the Shattered sea. Combined with the grand-scale pattern of circular 
time and the evoked mythical narrative of hubris, this amounts to a universalizing 
master narrative of human beings as fallible creatures ruled by their envy, greed, 
ambition, and thirst for revenge. Their inability to appreciate the consequences of 
their actions or to heed the lessons of the past is what causes history, in this world, 
to turn in endless circles. For the reader, the trilogy presents a curious dual perspec-
tive to these circles, both through the characters at the story’s present and through 
recognition of the lost culture of the elves as our own. They are, as such, positioned 
on two different turns of the temporal cycle simultaneously, just before the time of 
the elves ended and, as it might turn out, just before these people blow themselves 
up again – resulting in a tangible cosmic-scale perspective to the world’s timeline as 
a whole, one from which the Breaking of God appears both a past tragedy and a 
warning of a possible future.   



183 

Yarvi’s apprentice Koll briefly glimpses this bigger picture as well, with this fright-
ening foreboding: 

Gods, was Skifr right? Were they the same as elves? Their little feet in mighty foot-
prints, but on the same path? He thought of Thorlby made an empty ruin, a giant 
tomb, the people of Gettland burned away to leave only silence and dust, perhaps 
some fragment of his carved mast left, a ghostly echo for those who came long after 
to puzzle over. (War, 316) 

In this vision, the young character sees himself as part of a greater story of the cycles 
of time following one another, seeing his own hometown and nation coming to the 
same end as that of the elves before him. He wonders if dabbling with the terrible 
powers of the elves is inevitably leading towards another disaster – just like the reader 
is left to do at the end of the trilogy, once the dust settles over the war Yarvi and his 
allies handily and gruesomely win with their scavenged modern weaponry. Even 
though Yarvi is ultimately foiled in his ambition of ruling the Shattered sea, the hor-
ror of the “elf-magic” he reintroduces to the world casts a long shadow over the 
seemingly hopeful ending of the trilogy. The reader is left to wonder, what other 
terrible things can be found in Strokom and other elf-ruins and unleashed upon the 
unhappy world now that the taboo of using them has been broken? There are almost 
certainly nuclear weapons in there, some of them perhaps still functioning, and very 
probably also chemical and biological ones: all kinds of doomsday devices, the power 
of which the characters, like the elves before them, cannot even begin to understand. 
How long will it be until the next Breaking of God? The cyclical pattern of the 
world’s timeline, the mythical doctrine of hubris leading to downfall and the master 
narrative of human fallibility all conspire on the cosmic scale of the trilogy’s world-
configuration to suggest that there is still a price to pay for Yarvi’s arrogance – that 
even if he will not bring nukes out of Strokom, some other would-be conqueror will.  

This line of speculation the reader is left with concerns not the possible future 
deeds of any of the characters, but fates of the world and humankind on the species-
level (cf. Attebery 2018, 1). In the fashion I find typical to fantasy storytelling, Aber-
crombie’s trilogy foregrounds the configurative stage of mimesis, making its imagi-
nary world the focal point of interpretation – with the aforementioned mythic pat-
terns and master narratives serving as cues by which the reader can comprehend that 
world as a coherent global-scale system. As I argued in the previous chapter, when 
such structures are used to help the reader configure a fantasy world, they attain a 
certain sense of cosmic, universal truth, if only for the purposes of putting the im-
aginary ontology together (cf. Attebery 1992, 39; Tolkien 2006, 155). In this case, the 
grand totalizing claims The Shattered Sea delivers about the nature of the world and 
the human condition – the former being stuck in a time loop, the latter perpetuating 
that loop with the unbreakable cycle of hubris and destruction – are, in the context 
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of this fantasy world, perfectly legitimate. With the mythic patterns it recreates and 
master narratives it constructs, Abercrombie’s work thus builds a world that works 
as a vehicle for the reader to entertain global or cosmic-scale ideas of what it means 
to be human, how history repeats a pattern and whether it would be possible to find 
another, better way. Befitting the author’s “grimdark” reputation (see Polack 2015 
81),113 the answers The Shattered Sea suggests to these questions are fairly cynical.  

However, in the wake of postmodernism and its suspicion of master narratives, 
presenting these kinds of universal, grand theories about human nature and the cy-
cles of history looks in itself like a conscious disavowal of cynicism – a metamod-
ernist commitment, as it were, to the “impossible possibility” of narrativizing cosmic 
truths with sincere conviction (see Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 5). Abercrom-
bie’s trilogy is, in this sense, a veritable exercise in deliberate naivety. The master narra-
tives it constructs about the way of the world and the human nature are not only 
fairly grandiose; they are also banal in a way that feels, to me, thoroughly intentional. 
There is obviously nothing innovative, as such, in the notion that hubris leads to a 
bad end, that history repeats itself, that revenge is an endless cycle, that humanity is 
doomed to make the same mistakes over and over again. On the contrary, these are 
all basically dead figures of speech, too habitually used to have much of an impact 
to most people’s perception of the world (cf. Shklovsky 1965a, 11–12).114 That, I 
think, is part of the point of reworking them as part of fantasy world-configuration. 
A fantasy world can be, as I argued in Chapter 2, a vehicle for recreating and enter-
taining the kinds of totalizing master narratives and cosmic truths that would be 
vulnerable to postmodernist irony outside such a world; but it can also revitalize tired 
master narratives, formulating them anew in a way that lets the ideas and beliefs they 
encapsulate shine through again behind the stale language. The Shattered Sea ap-
proaches this task both by literalizing metaphoric expressions and by combining sev-
eral unrelated mythic patterns and master narratives into a new structure of world-
configuration – one which, unlike dead figures of speech, needs interpretive effort in 
order to emerge from the story and, as such, fosters deeper readerly engagement 
with the ideas behind the expressions. The ethos here is that just because these mas-
ter narratives are both grandiose an unoriginal, the truths they propose about the 
world are no less important for that. Just because something is a metaphor, it does 

 
113 While Abercrombie has jokingly embraced this reputation with his Twitter handle 
@LordGrimdark, he has also crit icized the term’s current usage in fandom as a des-
ignation for a sub-genre, stating that he “never know[s] what people are referring to 
when they use the word” and “much preferred it  when it  was an out and out piss -
take, an insult for stuff that was ridiculous, excessive, absurdly dark, brutal,  cynical,  
humourless” ( in Walte r 2015). 
114 That being said, it  should also be mentioned that The Shattered Sea is  targeted at 
young adults,  for whom these master narratives may not be quite as t ired as they are 
for world-weary narratologists.  
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not have to be any less real – and just because some metaphor happens to be dated, 
that does not need to make it any less meaningful.  

In the previous chapter, I discussed the deliberately naïve way fantasy world-
building reconstructs mythic patterns and deals in universal truths as a foil for post-
modernism – an alternative response to the crisis of representation and the resulting 
ontological concerns for fiction. In the 21st century, this mythopoetic approach to 
making sense of worlds seems to have outlasted its original opponent, and finds itself 
much more well-aligned with the attitudes underlying various forms of storytelling 
aspiring beyond postmodernism. There is certainly that sense of “informed naivety” 
and “pragmatic idealism” in this approach which Vermeulen and van den Akker as-
sociate with metamodernism (2010, 5). There is also the “sincere” drive to express 
something profound in defiance of all those “weary ironists” Wallace is fed up with 
(in McCaffery 2012, 49) and communicate something meaningful about the world 
outside fiction despite the impossibility of representing it (cf. McLaughlin 2012, Hu-
ber 2014, 15; Polvinen 2021, 400). Perhaps most significantly, there is that belief in 
the power of narrative discussed in the previous section: a view that myths and mas-
ter narratives are worth recreating in fiction, not only because they are handy devices 
for configuring a fantasy world but also because they are tools for contributing some-
thing valuable to the reality outside it. Like The Buried Giant, Abercrombie’s trilogy 
“upcycles” an age-old mythic pattern for contemporary audiences; like in The Broken 
Earth, the particular pattern deemed relevant to those audiences is a well-worn yet 
topical one of human civilization annihilating itself is its arrogance. 

As I concluded from my analyses of those other two works, the penchant for 
imaginative world-building and self-reflective fictionality makes fantasy a form of 
fiction well-suited for pulling off those balancing acts between enthusiasm about and 
suspicion of master narratives – and the power of narrative in general. Like Ishiguro 
and Jemisin’s works, The Shattered Sea also presents grand cosmic-scale truth claims 
for the reader to consider, while simultaneously stressing the conditionality of those 
claims on the imaginary ontology they both emerge from and define. Although the 
world of the trilogy is technically presented as a distant future rather than a fully 
secondary world – just like that of The Buried Giant is technically presented as a distant 
past – the sheer preposterousness of that scenario and the work’s obvious affiliation 
with the fantasy genre put a strong emphasis on the fact that this world is not to be 
taken as a projection of future for our own world (cf. Roine 2016, 34). It is, again, 
this explicit refusal to present its configuration of a world as representation of the 
world which allows Abercrombie’s trilogy to foster sincere and prolonged engage-
ment with ideas that would be hard to entertain at length in a non-fantasy setting. In 
this case, those ideas are not so much potentially uncomfortable like Jemisin’s envi-
ronmentalist master narrative, or dangerously close to home like Ishiguro’s narra-
tively produced reality, but rather simply too naïve, clichéd and predictable to be 
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taken unironically outside a fantasy setting. Upcycled as part of an experimental on-
tology, however, these ideas are stripped from their aura of banality and made avail-
able for prolonged consideration and scrutiny.  

In the wake of postmodernist scorn for such things, grand ideas like repeating 
history or fundamental human nature cannot be credibly expressed as representa-
tions of reality. They can, however, be presented as a matter of speculation: what if the 
world was like this? What if human beings were like this? If history did indeed turn 
in circles, would there be any way to break the pattern? Based on an experimental 
model of a reality, the master narratives of cyclical history and human hubris can be 
brought up as speculative structures of thinking: experimental ways of putting a reality to 
a narrative, offered up as means for interpreting worlds rather than as a representa-
tion of any particular version of reality. These structures of thinking are, furthermore, 
not there to be adopted but to be tried out as potential ways of organizing a world. While 
they may potentially help the reader to view their habitual thought patterns critically 
in contrast (cf. Rayment 2014, 138) or even alter their general outlook to the world 
outside, these master narratives are presented for consideration as something for 
them to play with – paradoxically, they can be engaged with seriously only in this 
thoroughly unserious manner (cf. Nussbaum 2010, 99). While it is, as I noted while 
discussing Jemisin’s environmental scenario, an open question if such speculative 
experiments are effective for changing readers’ views of the outside world, an en-
gagement with an artificial master narrative is in itself an exercise in configuring a world 
along a new pattern – and as such, amounts to a suggestion of how to make sense of 
and attribute meaning to worlds both fictional and not.  

This, in a nutshell, is the gist of the speculative mimesis I consider the device of 
contemporary fantasy fiction for responding to, confronting and even overcoming 
the crisis of representation. Starting with an invitation for the reader to configure an 
imaginary world together into a global-scale model of a reality, to figure out how it 
works and what it is meant to communicate, fantasy fiction casts making sense of 
worlds, in general, as a matter of creative interpretation rather than observation (cf. Mer-
etoja 2016, 99) – but maintains that this does not make those worlds “unreal.” This 
ties into the prevalent notion, discussed in the previous section, that the common 
and shareable reality outside fiction is, just like any imaginary world of fiction, a result 
of imaginative and interpretive configuration; by suggesting structures of thinking 
by which we can organize a reality, fantasy can provide us with some tools for par-
taking in that collective world-building effort as well. When the reality outside fiction 
is redefined as a world that we human beings build for ourselves and each other, 
moreover, conducting speculative thought experiments on configuring worlds effec-
tively proposes patterns by which that constructed and changeable reality could be made 
meaningful sense of – the closest, perhaps, that fiction can come to representing the 
irrepresentable post-postmodern reality.  
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If realists conceived of artistic mimesis as imitation of reality, if postmodernists 
and early fantasists reconceptualized it as world-simulation or creation – either for 
questionable ideological purposes or liberating artistic ones – 21st-century fiction, 
and contemporary fantasy in particular, has that pragmatic, instrumentalizing ap-
proach to rethinking it yet again, as a tool for making sense of and giving meaning to reality. 
Crucially, the speculative take on reality entails that the mythic patterns, master nar-
ratives and other grand-scale structures of thinking are something that emerges from 
the reader’s own interpretation of a fictional creation and are, therefore, conspicuous 
as interpretations – as narrative-based theories about the world that, by the very virtue of 
being such theories, inherently imply that there are perfectly legitimate alternative 
theories out there as well. Analogously to the academic “stories about theory” 
McHale discusses, these speculative-fictional theories succeed or fail in their attempt 
to contribute to the world outside fiction by the virtue of the explanatory power of the 
resulting narrative – on whether or not the story “makes the richest possible sense 
of the phenomenon in question” (McHale 1992, 6). They are, in this sense, what 
Andrew J. Corsa calls “provisional grand narratives,” that is, master narratives which, 
unlike the totalizing modernist ones, “are not accepted as inevitable, but purely pro-
visionally and ‘as if’ they were actually true” (2018, 242; also Vermeulen & van den 
Akker 2010, 5; cf. McHale 1992, 9) – or rather, even more provisionally, as specula-
tion on what if they were true.  

Drawing heavily from the work of the environmental philosopher Arran Gare (e. 
g. 1995), Corsa argues that such provisional master narratives are something human-
kind needs to create and embrace in order to collectively “face global crises” (2018, 
247) – to gain a broader perspective to reality and to construct ethical principles in 
response to it (also van den Akker & Vermeulen 2017, 10; Alber & Bell 2019, 126; 
cf. Hassan 2003, 7). Embracing fully the belief in the power of narrative to change 
the world, as well as the instrumentalizing approach to narrative this belief entails, 
he perceives these new, constructed master narratives as blueprints of sorts for im-
agining and pursuing a better future: 

Instead of treating our narratives like true accounts of what must happen, we can treat 
them much like tools which we can use to collectively organize and orient our actions 
and communities. Narratives can help us to carry out the projects they describe and 
help us make the world a better place. (Corsa 2018, 249) 

Echoing the numerous pragmatist views of narrative discussed in this chapter, Corsa 
states that these provisional master narratives have “functional, practical value” 
(ibid., 241) as means for giving people a common purpose and a roadmap for trying 
to fulfill it (cf. Gare 1995, 114–115) – or, essentially, for shaping the shared world 
outside fiction into an ideal towards which people can collectively aspire. These mas-
ter narratives are not, then, understood as truthful representations of the world and 



188 

its inevitable progress in the modernist fashion, but as stories people can collectively 
strive to make true (Corsa 2018, 249). The call to create and use such narratives, in 
other words, constitutes the kind of theory of collective agency that is lacking in 
postmodernist thinking but urgently needed in the current times of global-scale cri-
ses (see Gare 1995, 2). Corsa believes that the “optimistic naivety” that characterizes 
metamodernist thinking – a willingness to “choose to act and think as if humanity 
could and will progress toward great ends” (2018, 256; also Vermeulen & van den 
Akker 2010, 5) – might make the commitment to make this kind of master narrative 
true “a genuine possibility” in a way it was not for those suspicious postmodernists 
(ibid., 267; cf. Gare 1995, 117–118). However, he offers no clear answer as to how 
this possibility might also actualize. 

As has become evident in the course of this chapter, several theorists of 21st-
century storytelling have suggested fiction as the answer, from Eshelman’s claim that 
“performatist” fiction can change readers’ belief patterns (2008, 37) to Gibbons’ 
view of metamodernist fiction “increasing awareness” of contemporary global prob-
lems (2015, 31). A similar notion of fiction as a tool for imagining and pursuing a 
better future is also to be found in many an account of futuristic science fiction as a 
means for making readers consider what kind of future would be desirable and what 
actions at the present would bring such a future to be – or, in reverse, what kind of 
future would be extremely undesirable and how to avoid it (e. g. Scholes 1975, 75; 
Dunne & Raby 2013, 69; Winstead 2017, 228). The post-apocalyptic scenario of The 
Shattered Sea is, of course, also technically one of these, even if taking it for a plausible 
vision of actual future would be an eccentric reading indeed. Unlike the environmen-
tal master narrative Corsa envisions “describing how people from across the globe 
will work together over many generations to meet common goals” (2018, 247), the 
trilogy’s cynical master narratives of a pattern of self-destruction humankind is 
doomed to repeat are certainly no examples to live by. However, they do provide a 
global-scale perspective to the path humankind might be currently treading – and a 
similarly grand-scale perception of us having a collective responsibility of keeping 
the world safe for future generations. Through this experimental fantasy world the 
reader can, along with young Koll, glimpse a bigger-picture vision of the implications 
and consequences – and the horror – of earth-shatteringly powerful weapons in fal-
lible human hands.  

As I find it, such global-scale perspective-taking is characteristic to the speculative mi-
mesis of fantasy fiction: the ontologically oriented reading strategy it calls for is liable 
to afford thought experiments that are geared towards theorizing about global or 
even cosmic-level concerns. The master narratives Abercrombie’s trilogy constructs 
about the fates of the world and the part human beings play in those fates (cf. Gare 
1995, 115) are a fine example of such a bigger-picture view. The Shattered Sea raises 
the issue of the immense destructive firepower currently in humanity’s possession – 
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power about which, in the decades after the Cold War, most people have perhaps 
grown a bit complacent – and prompts poignant questions about whether such 
quasi-divine power can ever lie in right hands. Without explicitly and didactically 
pushing for, say, nuclear disarmament, it nevertheless encourages the reader to try 
on a perception of the mere existence of weapons of mass destruction as an ethical 
anathema on a global scale, a threat not only to the current civilization’s immediate 
future but to its lasting legacy as well. This speculative theory of the world, then, 
concerns itself with global ethics – a preoccupation which Gibbons deems central 
for metamodernist fiction and its commitment to the realities and problems of the 
contemporary world (2015, 31). When engaging with such a theory, the reader comes 
to construct a version of reality where ancient mythical lessons and modern wea-
ponry can be made sense of in terms of each other, thus assigning new meaning to 
both of these things.  

By fostering this speculative outlook to reality Abercrombie’s trilogy brings its 
internal world into productive negotiations with the world outside – negotiations 
which, as I will argue at length in Part II, are at the heart of speculative mimesis. 
Such an outlook forgoes conceits of representing the outside world in favor of the-
orizing about it, thus making a claim to convey at least a sort of truth about it – a 
sort that is openly constructed, ambiguous and open to debate but delivered, all the 
same, as a sincere attempt to organize the world in a meaningful and productive way. Fan-
tasy storytelling like this, therefore, strives to overcome the crisis of representation 
by offering itself up to be judged not by any extra-textual notion of truthfulness but 
by their value as tools, the insight they manage to provide and, in terms of ethics, by 
their conduciveness for caring for the shared reality outside fiction or their potential 
to twist and corrupt it (cf. Meretoja & Davis 2018, 8). As I noted at the end of the 
previous section, their conspicuous fictionality and speculativeness are both qualities 
of fantasy stories that are liable to prevent readers taking any theory of reality they 
present as gospel. That, however, is ultimately a question of reception and interpre-
tation – and while I addressed the roles modernism and postmodernism assigned to 
reader in Chapter 1, I have barely touched upon the expectations various theories of 
post-postmodernism have about 21st-century readers. 

3.4. Concerning Readers: Informed Naivety and 
Instrumentalization of Fiction 

I have already entertained quite a few assumptions about readers in this study – their 
perceptions of everyday reality, their expectations for fiction and their strategies for 
reading it – and as I stated in the introduction, it is obvious enough that any specu-
lative response to reality a work of fiction has to offer is contingent on a skillful 
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reader doing the speculating. Anything Abercrombie’s trilogy, for instance, can com-
municate about history or human condition only emerges in the process of a reader 
configuring its imaginary world into a meaningful whole. The idea that speculation 
can serve as a response to reality therefore implies a reader who is, like Corsa’s met-
amodern subjects, ready to set their cynicism aside and embrace the resulting imagi-
nary worlds as models for organizing a reality – and who simultaneously engages with 
those narratives in a playful way, as possibilities rather than dogmas. Such an open-
minded yet critically self-aware model reader can also be decoded from most theories 
of 21st-century storytelling discussed in this chapter. In theories of contemporary 
fiction fostering “reciprocal trust between author and reader” (Huber & Funk 2017, 
156; cf. Hassan 2003, 6–7) or “asking readers […] to think critically and defiantly 
about the ways in which world events are connected” (Gibbons 2015, 41), there is 
inference that readers approach such fiction as productive conversation, expecting from 
it some contribution to their understanding of the outside world (also Meretoja 2014, 
218; Kortekallio 2020, 3; see Landy 2012, 169–172). Similarly, in proposals that 21st-
century fiction can convey solid ethical principles and belief systems despite their 
“fundamental constructedness” (Alber & Bell 2019, 130), there is an expectation of 
the readers to be so “familiar with the metafictional language games of postmodern-
ism” (ibid., 131; also Konstantinou 2017, 92) that they can appreciate both those 
principles and their constructedness, perceiving them as “contingent but useful” 
structures of thinking (McLaughlin 2012, 221).  

In fact, something like a consensus seems to emerge from these theories over an 
ideal reader of contemporary fiction: one who is sophisticated enough to appreciate 
the complex legacy of postmodernism, yet deliberately naïve in a similar way the fiction 
itself is naïve, pragmatic like the fiction is pragmatic, a sincere participant in a communi-
cative exchange who is ready to be transformed by the experience. While there still may 
be little regard for the escapist pleasure reader seeking to get “lost in a book” (see 
Keen 2020, 2), theories of 21st-century fiction do not typically expect the reader to 
be that Brechtian estranged observer either, nor to suspiciously deconstruct the text 
and scrutinize the integrity of its ontology (cf. Felski 2008, 2). Instead, as Meretoja 
has noted, “a turn toward a hermeneutically oriented conception of literature” has 
occurred as part of the narrative turn (2015, 26), drawing attention to how readers 
can learn from and be affected by their encounters with fiction. This approach to interpretation 
is in line with the pragmatist and generally instrumentalizing view of storytelling that 
is present in so many theories of 21st-century fiction, including my own – it presup-
poses a reader who approaches fiction with curiosity and will to get deeply involved. 
My idea of what contemporary fantasy fiction seeks to do for its readers resonates, 
in other words, with the purpose of literature as summarized boldly by Meretoja:  

[M]odern literature searches for meaning and values, exploring different ethical con-
ceptions and modes of experience. In the modern world, literature functions as a 
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process of exploration that can engender new insights into the fundamental questions of 
human existence – such as those concerning the good life or just society – as well as 
radically new ways of posing these questions. (ibid., 32)  

This, to me, sounds quite a lot like the argument with which scholars of fantasy and 
science fiction have extolled the virtues of these genres for decades, ranging from 
Tolkien’s celebration of “fairy-stories” as means for “seeing things as we are (or 
were) meant to see them” (2006, 146) to Suvin’s classic thesis of science fiction as 
“literature of cognitive estrangement” (2016a, 21) that leads readers to question the 
ostensibly self-evident truths of their existence. Such views of the purpose of fiction 
carry an idea of the reader as an active participant in an experiment, the goal of which is 
to gain new insight to worlds both fictional and nonfictional (cf. Landy 2012, 199). 
Concerning reading strategies of contemporary fantasy, Hassler-Forest for one has 
suggested that even if building fantasy worlds used to “typically” be “depthless play 
with empty signifiers” (2016, 16), this is no longer the case; he argues that in this era 
of active and visible internet fandoms, fantasy storytelling “depends on and demands 
from its audience a high degree of participatory activity, media literacy, and a playful 
sense of engagement” (ibid.). In other words, he implies that while fantasy stories 
used to induce that passive, escapist reading trance in their readers in the past, that 
is not the case anymore. As I made clear in my discussion of the ontological poetics 
of fantasy in Chapter 2, however, I do not share Hassler-Forests view of this partic-
ipatory readership as a recent development. As I see it, his description of the de-
mands 21st-century fantasy worldbuilding rings true for any work of fantasy, old or 
new, that projects a world that is in any way compelling or interesting – in other 
words, any work with substantial literary merit. Those are, quite simply, the readerly 
skills and competences required to make richly meaningful sense of complex imaginary 
ontologies.  

As a final note to this chapter, I feel compelled to acknowledge that the changed 
conception of what readers are supposed to find in contemporary fiction seems to be the most 
substantial and consistent shift beyond postmodernism raised by the theories I have 
surveyed in this chapter – even though, in most cases, it is only implied. Across the 
board, there is a sense that 21st-century stories share traits like commitment to ad-
dress the outside world, a duty of care to a shared social reality, a drive to be earnest, 
and a preoccupation with the power of narrative to shape and share the world we 
inhabit in our daily lives. This is, then, supposedly the kind of fiction that the current 
generation of readers wants to engage with as well, tired of cynicism and language 
games and ready to approach stories as means for having stimulating conversations 
and discovering new ideas, accepting these discursive constructions as real and 
meaningful (see Alber & Bell 2019, 130). These model readers are, of course, highly 
artificial constructions, defined by the needs of those theories, and mostly go 
unacknowledged as such. However, the consistency of this model across theories 
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with highly variable suggestions of what 21st-century fiction concretely does to get 
its pragmatic or idealistic ethos across – what kinds of narrative devices it uses and 
how – perhaps gives reason to believe that there is some truth to the notion of read-
ers these days approaching fiction as a tool for gaining new perspectives to and 
deeper connections with the external world. Within the means of this thesis, the 
truth of that notion must, of course, ultimately remain in the realm of informed 
speculation – or another leap of faith.  

Like with any periodization project, in conclusion, the perceived aspirations of 
works of literature are quite profoundly tangled up with the beliefs, values and inter-
ests of the periodizers. In this sense, periodizing the present puts on display things 
that contemporary scholars want from fiction, and what they assume other readers 
want or need from it too. The very value of such periodizing as a theoretical pursuit, 
therefore, perhaps lies not in its questionable descriptive power but in its ability to 
unveil to us our cultural desires and ambitions at this particular historical situation. Based on 
my survey here, those desires and ambitions seem to revolve around sincere ethical 
commitments to a better world, to put it simply;115 accordingly, fiction is conceived 
of as a means for pursuing such aspirations, its power attributed to the constructive 
and potentially transformative conversations it has with its readers (see Caracciolo 
2012, 381). The turn towards a more hermeneutically oriented conception of litera-
ture, in other words, amounts to something like a pragmatist development in literary 
theory to accompany that ostensibly happening in fiction. In short, in their emphasis 
on questions about what fiction is good for and how it can contribute to the world 
outside, these contemporary theories share a tendency to assign storytelling instru-
mental potential and use-value in terms of understanding the versions of reality we con-
struct for ourselves and one another. From my vantage, this tendency is itself con-
ceivable as a response to the intensifying crisis of representation and the exhausted 
critical usefulness of deconstructive postmodernist readings in confronting it.  

Fiction, in this view, is conceived of as a means for caring for the world by influenc-
ing the perceptions of the people who interpret it – and mimesis is, accordingly, 
reinvented as a contribution fiction has to offer towards a better understanding of re-
ality. The suggestions as to how fiction manages this feat and what it can contribute 
are as numerous as the theories themselves; generally, much has been made in recent 
years of the supposed power of fiction to improve readers’ theory of mind (e. g. Kitt 
& Castano 2013, 380), “narrative imagination” (Nussbaum 2010, 95–96) or emo-
tional intelligence and social perception (see Meretoja & Lyytikäinen 2015, 3), usually 
via identification with fictional characters. Frequently considered empirically proven 

 
115 It is of course noteworthy that the academic literary scholarship is likely to hold 
more humanistic and progressive values than contemporary audiences on average, 
and the things they value in fiction should therefore probably not be assumed repre-
sentative of those of general audiences.   
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by the famous 2013 study by David Comer Kitt and Emanuele Castano, these no-
tions have led to several accounts, both academic and popular, promoting fiction as 
a means for making readers more empathetic people, or even more altruistic or pro-
social citizens (see Landy 2012, 173–174 for discussion).116 It is worth noting that 
most of these cases made for the benefits of literature limit their discussion, either 
explicitly or by omission, to the literary side of the Great Divide (see Felski 2008, 20) 
and tend to conceive of fiction as simply “a dry run of real-life skills” as Roine puts 
it; Nussbaum, for example, has a clear bias towards canonical works of realism and 
modernism when she argues for virtues of literature for learning empathy (see Keen 
2007, 26 for critique). In their empirical study Kitt and Castano also concluded that 
popular fiction does not have the same beneficial effects as literary fiction for read-
ers’ theory of mind (2013, 380) – a conclusion which, however, seems rather fore-
gone when they define “popular genre fiction” from the outset as stories that are 
“intended to entertain their most passive readers” (ibid., 377). 

The assignment of such instrumental purposes to literature is, of course, probably 
not purely a matter of echoing the pragmatic interests of contemporary fiction, ei-
ther; it may also tell something about the environment in which these theories are 
produced. Rita Felski, for one, has wryly suggested that some motivation for this 
trend lies in the need of academics to come up with rationales for reading and dis-
cussing books in a newly austere world where “[o]ld school beliefs that exposure to 
literature and art was a sure path to moral improvement and cultural refinement have 
fallen by the wayside, to no one’s great regret” (2008, 2) – or, as Meretoja and Pirjo 
Lyytikäinen scathingly put it, “in the current world situation in which everything that 
does not produce short-term profit needs to justify itself” (2015, 1). These justifica-
tions are, accordingly, commonly formulated as defenses of the value of literature 
and its study against threats like the current crisis of arts and humanities in education 
(see Felski 2008, 1–2; Nussbaum 2010; Korthals Altes 2013, 30; Meretoja 2017, 3; 
Björninen 2018, 221–222), or diminishing numbers of people who read novels for 
pleasure (see Keen 2007, 20). 

There is no doubt some truth in these notions. As my periodization project in 
this study demonstrates, however, there is nothing particularly new in the habit of 
assigning value to fiction based on its perceived usefulness. The questions about the 
purpose of art are, after all, intrinsically tied with the changing conceptions of mimesis, and 
have therefore historically been constantly renegotiated along with the perceived 

 
116 Although results of Kitt and Castano’s study have not been consistently replicated 
in follow-up studies (e. g. Panero et al.  2017), the ir idea of literature improving peo-
ple’s capacity for empathetic perspective -taking captured the imagination of both 
narrative theorists and news media – the latter touting virtues of reading with head-
lines like “For Better Social Skills ,  Scientists Recommend a Litt le Chekhov ” (The New 
York Times 3.10.2013)  and  “Now We Have Proof Reading L iterary Fiction Makes You 
a Better Person” (The Atlantic 4.10.2013) .   
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relationship between art and reality (see Halliwell 2002, 23–24). Moreover, as my 
discussion of the Great Divide in Chapter 1 makes apparent, theorists and tastemak-
ers of realism, modernism and postmodernism seldom had much regard for anything 
as frivolous as reading for fun, either (see Keen 2020, 2). This becomes readily ob-
vious when Western literary history is rewritten from the perspective of a “popular” 
genre: the very denunciation of the alleged escapism involved in reading fantasy and 
other such genres hinges on the notion that simple enjoyment is not enough to make 
them worth reading. If study of “literary” fiction that is unburdened by genre labels 
is these days asked to plead its relevance, for scholars of genre fiction – that is, fiction 
that is ostensibly even more frivolous than other fiction – such pressure to justify 
their work is nothing new. Accordingly, theories of fantasy have often formed, either 
implicitly or explicitly, around a proposal that there is more to this genre than “use-
less” escapism – which is why, I presume, these theories so commonly employ that 
hermeneutic conception of reading as transformative reinterpretation of reality. 
While Attebery, for one, declares that “neither amusement nor escape is anything to 
condemn or undervalue” (2014, 4; cf. Tolkien 2006, 146–147), having fun with im-
aginary worlds (cf. Ryan 2019a, 438) has seldom been considered an adequate pur-
pose for fantasy.  

Instead, as the theories I have engaged with in this part of my study go to show, 
scholars of fantasy argue for the usefulness of such fiction in terms of the outside 
world almost par for the course. To recap only a few examples, Tolkien famously 
extolls the benefits of the escapes from the triteness of modern world that “fairy-
stories” can provide (2006, 147–148); Hume comes to suggest that fantasy, as a lit-
erary mode, enables discussion of grand, universal topics on a humanly accessible 
scale (1984, 140–141); Suvin reluctantly concedes that fantasy can be, like science 
fiction, “pleasantly useful” as a means for the reader’s cognitive estrangement 
(2016b, 387–388); Rayment finds, in his Marxist-oriented manner, useful applica-
tions for fantasy as a tool for creating parables about real-world situations and polit-
ical issues (2014, 174); and Attebery himself, of course, follows up on his endorse-
ment of escapism with his main thesis that the cultural importance of fantasy lies in 
its ability to redefine modern readers’ relationship with mythic texts (2014, 4). My 
own study is by no means immune to this urge to justify itself, nor does it try to be 
– indeed my whole thesis builds on the assessment that fantasy has entered the cul-
tural mainstream because it has something of particular relevance to offer its audi-
ences in the current historical situation. Even though fantasy has gained widespread 
prominence and some respectability in the 21st century and, as such, might not actu-
ally need any further reason for being worth studying (see Huber 2014, 53), that 
situation itself is quite impossible to address without recognizing this long-standing 
project of validation. 
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Moreover, as I see it, discussion of contemporary fantasy as a phenomenon of 
contemporary cultural climate calls for an approach that relates it to the pragmatic 
outlook to storytelling – it seems safe to assume that fantasy stories are not excluded 
from the general trend of treating stories as powerful tools, even if their reputation 
for escapism has not quite faded. All things considered, I do not think that this trend 
even is merely symptomatic of a disregard for fiction, fantasy or otherwise, or study 
of the same, as unprofitable pursuits. On the contrary, I believe it stems more from 
the notion, popularized by the current storytelling boom, that stories are powerful, 
influential and everywhere: the belief in human beings as those “storytelling animals” 
inhabiting a narratively determined world I discussed earlier. In the end, fantasy can 
hardly avoid being regarded as a tool of sorts when narratives in general are assigned 
transformative power to shape the very fabric of our shared reality (Meretoja & Da-
vis 2018, 7). Fiction, in this situation, is instrumentalized not because it is perceived 
to lack inherent value and therefore needs proof of utility (cf. Felski 2013, vi–vii) but 
because it is generally believed to have immense inherent potential. While this belief 
in the power of narrative to shape the tangled web of semiotic systems we call reality 
is nothing new in itself, as my account on postmodernism demonstrates, the idea 
that such shaping can amount to caring for that shared world rather than just dis-
torting or manipulating it seems to have gained ground in the aftermath of the nar-
rative turn and amidst the storytelling boom. 

The 21st-century inclination towards conceiving fiction in this pragmatic, herme-
neutically oriented manner, as a powerful tool for contributing to reality – and the re-
thinking of mimesis this entails – transcends the dichotomous views of “mimetic” 
realism and “anti-mimetic” postmodernism, or world-reflection and world-creation. 
The relevance of fiction to the world outside, by this token, is not contingent on 
either assuming the ability of fiction to transparently reproduce a solid, pregiven re-
ality or regarding readers’ habitual sense of reality as just a hegemonic illusion to 
dismantle – it lies in the ability of fiction to provide compelling and useful models by 
which the reader can organize and navigate 21st-century versions of reality (cf. 
Kortekallio 2020, 14–15). From this perspective, the accuracy or believability of 
those models, or lack thereof, is immaterial. It seems to me, then, that this kind of 
shift in understanding the relations between fiction and reality could credibly go a 
long way to explain the current cultural prominence and quite apparent relevance of 
fantasy storytelling as well. Not only does such a general rethinking of mimesis open 
room for understanding literary speculation – in any genre huddling under the um-
brella designation of “speculative fiction” – as a response to reality rather than de-
parture from it; fantasy, from this perspective, also comes into focus as a storytelling 
tradition where these kinds of mimetic operations are made highly visible. As I will 
demonstrate at length in Part II with in-depth readings of Abercrombie, Grossman, 
Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works, both its copiously inventive world-building and its 
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habit of thematizing storytelling contribute to fantasy serving as a model genre, of 
sorts, where the workings of speculation as a form of mimesis are laid bare (cf. Shklovsky 
1965b, 57) and where its implications and potential for contributing to the world 
outside can be tried out to their fullest extent. 

Just like the general cultural shift beyond postmodernism is, by most accounts, 
more of a matter of changing attitudes than one of abandoning postmodernist de-
vices, the most drastic difference between 20th-century and 21st-century fantasy 
might then also lie in reception – in the widespread willingness of broad audiences 
to take fantasy stories seriously as means for inquiring about the world outside, de-
spite their popular-cultural status. In fact, it may even be that fantasy is easier to 
approach seriously because of that status, with the association of popular culture ap-
pealing to people’s desire to adopt that naïve, receptive, uncynical frame of mind (cf. 
Kortekallio 2020, 146–147) – especially amidst that increasingly polarized and frag-
mented “post-truth” media environment that demands constant, exhausting critical 
scrutiny. Attebery, for one, has suggested something like this; that it is precisely be-
cause “fantasy speaks with no cultural authority” and “pretends to be a mere game, 
a simple amusement for children or a pastime for an idle hour” (2014, 21) that it can 
engage with the kinds of cosmic truths and numinous ideas that would seem un-
thinkable in the spheres of thinking afforded by more “serious” forms of fiction. If 
any form of fiction creates, as Keen posits, a “safe zone” for facing otherwise diffi-
cult ideas by virtue of the inconsequential quality of those engagements, then forms 
of fiction associated with easy and frivolous popular culture may be particularly ef-
fective means for fostering those naïve, sincere, provisionally committed attitudes 
that entertaining speculative thought experiments as a form of mimesis entails.  

Not only do those sincere, deliberately naïve reading strategies make fantasy more 
enjoyable as a reading experience than the critical or deconstructive strategies pro-
moted by modernism and postmodernism would; they might also, I think, train peo-
ple to read fiction in general with a more open mind, more curious about and recep-
tive to ideas it offers up for consideration (cf. Kortekallio 2020, 15) – and even ex-
tend that flexible perception of reality to their outlook to versions of the world they 
encounter outside fictions. In conclusion, then, it may be that people who value 
sincerity as a quality of fictional communication, who embrace the metamodernist 
commitment to chase impossible possibilities or who believe in the transformative 
power of narrative are more able and inclined to read in a way needed to enjoy fan-
tasy stories – or that the current prevalence of fantasy stories is teaching people these 
new ways to read. Either way, the genre that developed as a popular-cultural foil for 
postmodernism and an alternative response to the crisis of representation is now, in 
line with other forms of fiction grappling with the legacy of postmodernism, pio-
neering a way of getting over that crisis by reinventing connections between worlds 
inside and outside fiction. It could probably be said that the crisis of representation 
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will at last be overcome because people – authors and readers and theorists alike – 
simply want fiction to contribute something to our reality again. The crisis is, after all, just 
another imaginary construction which, much like gods of Discworld, only exists as 
long as people keep reinforcing it with their belief.  
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PART II: THE SPECULATIVE MIMESIS  

The story of the fantasy genre as a foil and successor to postmodernism I told in the 
first part of my study started as a critical retelling of a fairly established and conven-
tional periodizing narrative, but ultimately ended in a more speculative mode, char-
acterized by hesitation, hypotheticals, partial answers and extrapolation. This, I find, 
is the only prudent way of putting developments in contemporary fiction and culture 
into a halfway coherent narrative. Not only is periodizing the present a venture that, 
for the lack of proper bigger-picture perspective, is best approached with a high de-
gree of epistemic humility; on top of that, the slowly emerging theoretical consensus 
on how 21st-century art and storytelling are changing after postmodernism also 
seems to hinge on rather bold notions about what fiction is supposed to do for its 
readers. Whether understood as a partial return to modernist faith in ideologies and 
master narratives (e. g. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 2), a harnessing of the 
constructive and transformative power of narrative (e. g. Meretoja 2014, 124; Huber 
2014, 47–48; Corsa 2018) or a desire for sincere commitments to the world outside 
fiction in the face of deconstructive irony (e. g. Kelly 2010, 398; Wallace, in 
McCaffery 2012, 48–49), there is a distinct belief – or at least a will to believe – in 
storytelling as a means for improving readers’ outlook to reality and, consequently, 
making our shared world a better place. Even when voicing their misgivings over the 
power of stories being turned to bad ends, these theories generally have a hopeful view 
of fiction and the role it has to play in our lives. Fittingly enough, the scholarship of 
21st-century Western culture seems to embrace something like that same informed 
naivety and willful optimism it implicitly expects from contemporary readers: a will-
ingness to believe in the “impossible possibility” that fiction can indeed help us save 
the world. 

This same deliberately naïve faith in stories – and their readers – is also enter-
tained in my own study. As I stated in the introduction, I tentatively subscribe to the 
hermeneutic notion of reading fiction as that “process of exploration” engendering 
new insights by which the reader can reorganize their perception of reality (Meretoja 
2015, 32) – and the accompanying implication of the reader being a curious, self-
aware agent who participates in this process expecting to gain such insights. This 
model reader is roughly similar to that constructed by much of the scholarship of 
science fiction and fantasy, a participant in meaning-making activity who approaches 
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the work of fiction, however consciously, as a vehicle for productive inquiries about 
the world outside (e. g. Parrinder 2000, 5; Roine 2016, 57; Kortekallio 2020, 15; cf. 
Meretoja & Lyytikäinen 2015, 3). It also aligns quite seamlessly with the notion of 
literary pragmatism that characterizes theories of 21st-century fiction and its aspira-
tions beyond postmodernism, essentially regarding fiction as a tool for examining, 
evaluating and potentially even reshaping the versions of reality we navigate in our 
daily lives. As I argued in the introduction and discussed in conjunction with my 
analyses in the previous chapter, the world-modeling carried out by fantasy fiction 
invites the reader to conduct such examinations with a speculative attitude, entertaining 
the ideas brought up by the interpretive process not as hidden messages to be found 
from the text (see Landy 2012, 181–182; Meretoja 2016, 98) but as conspicuously 
fictional freeform thought experiments.  

In this second part of my study, I take a closer look at these experiments, as well 
as the affordances of fantasy storytelling that enable and encourage readers to con-
duct them. As I argued in the introduction and have demonstrated in my analyses so 
far, those affordances include copiously inventive world-building, a prominent sense 
of fictionality and a resulting ambiguous, conspicuously interpretive relationship between 
the worlds inside and outside fiction. Together, these qualities of fantasy storytelling 
amount to the response to reality I call speculative mimesis – an interpretive engagement 
characterized by productive negotiations between alternative models of reality. To 
recap from the introduction, I build this conceptualization on the seminal works on 
the concept of mimesis by Stephen Halliwell and Paul Ricoeur. From Halliwell, I 
adopt the dual idea of mimesis as both world-reflecting and world-creating activity 
(2002, 23), and the ontologically minded notion that at the heart of the double-edged 
concept lie questions about the relationship between worlds inside and outside fic-
tion (ibid., 21–22). From Ricoeur, I take my cue in conceiving of mimesis as a dy-
namic interpretive process where a reader’s “prefiguration” of reality informs their 
“configuration” of a world inside fiction (also Pettersson 2016, 75) and the two are 
ultimately “refigured” together (1984, 54–71), with readerly interpretations of the 
fiction and the outside world flowing into one another in a hermeneutic feedback 
loop (also Alber et al. 2018, 467).  

Combining Halliwell’s duality of worlds with the dynamism and circular pattern 
of Ricoeur’s model, my conception of speculative mimesis constitutes, in essence, a 
hermeneutic theory of reading, writ on a global scale: it conceives of the interaction between 
text and reader as a negotiation not so much between lived experiences and their 
narration (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 52; Meretoja 2016) but between two worlds, both of which 
get perceptually reworked in relation to one another. In ontologically oriented fiction 
like fantasy, the configurative, world-creating stage of the mimetic process is empha-
sized, and the world inside fiction accordingly gets foregrounded as both the focal point 
of interpretation and a conspicuously fictional product of that interpretation – an 
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imaginary creation for the reader to entertain as a playful “what if” scenario (see 
Roine 2020, 9). As this foregrounding draws attention to the imaginary world as an 
artwork the reader is invited to grasp in its entirety, these scenarios tend to form 
around questions about the workings of the world as a whole: what if there was a 
world like this (cf. McHale 1987, 27)? Bolstered by the tendency of fantasy for up-
cycling mythic patterns and reconstructing master narratives I discussed in Chapter 
2, these experimental ontologies are thus liable to prompt speculative lines of inquiry 
that revolve around global or cosmic-scale questions as well, like the nature of reality, the 
beginning and end of the world, the fundamental good and evil, and the fates of 
humankind on the species-level. In The Broken Earth, there is the eons-old struggle 
between the planet who “thinks in ages” (Season, 231) and its puny, ephemeral human 
inhabitants; in The Buried Giant, the overarching master narrative of the age of myths 
passing lends grander significance to the human characters’ personal tragedies; in The 
Shattered Sea, the repeating pattern of human history puts the actions of Father Yarvi 
and his allies into a chilling bigger picture; and even The Magicians trilogy, with its 
self-absorbed protagonist on his personal quest for meaning, eventually unfolds into 
a story about how to save a world.  

The mimetic processes of fantasy stories, on the whole, consequently come 
across as speculative modeling of alternative ways to put together a coherent and mean-
ingful reality (cf. Scholes 1975, 11; McHale 2010, 21; Landy 2012, 172) – worlds that, 
while remaining products of imagination and interpretation, are still expected to con-
tribute something valuable to the reader’s perception of reality (see Parrinder 2000, 
14–15; cf. Halliwell 2002, 28). Speculative mimesis, in this sense, is an interpretive 
act of theory-building, a form of inquiry about possible ways of configuring a meaning-
ful world. The hermeneutic understanding of mimesis I employ here, of course, puts 
an emphasis on the role of the reader as the one doing the interpreting – applying 
their historical and personal perspective, contextual knowledge and readerly skills to 
the negotiations between worlds (see Kukkonen 2008, 263–265; Polvinen 2017, 148; 
Kortekallio 2020, 31–32). The readerly engagement in the process of speculative mi-
mesis is, as such, conceived of as a participatory and performative activity (see Meretoja 
2016, 99) that both requires and trains the reader’s skills of recognizing and working 
with the aforementioned affordances of fantasy storytelling (see Landy 2012, 198–
200). These skills include, but are not limited to, their ability to adopt an ontological 
orientation to interpretation, their sensitivity to the story’s fictionality, and their approach to 
the interpretive process as a whole as an exercise in speculative thinking.  

In the three chapters of this part of my study, I conduct readings of The Broken 
Earth, The Buried Giant, The Shattered Sea and The Magicians to demonstrate how these 
interpretive approaches are invited by the affordances of fantasy storytelling and how 
they amount to the active, skillful and even creative engagement with fiction I 
dubbed in the introduction a speculative reading strategy. As I stated in that introduction, 
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not only does this strategy develop the reader’s competence in reading fantasy, or 
fiction in general, but it may also train more broadly applicable skills. It can help 
them, among other things, view worlds both inside and outside fiction from a global 
perspective, appreciate different interpretations of reality as valid, and entertain new 
ideas experimentally, separately from judging their external truth-value or apparent 
plausibility in terms of some rigid conception of “the real world” (cf. Oziewicz 2017). 
In other words, engagements with fantasy have potential to broaden our compre-
hension of possible interpretations of reality and encourage more flexible thinking – 
and to help us come to terms with the idea that reality may be more of a matter of 
dynamic interpretation than one of static observation, and all the more in need of 
sincerity and care for that. In its speculative response to reality, fantasy fiction thus 
“gets to have its postmetaphysical cake and eat it too,” to borrow Eshelman’s pithy 
expression (2008, 2). It finds its “communicative relevance” in terms of the outside 
world (cf. Walsh 2019, 414) not from any claim to external ontological grounding, 
but its ontological status as fiction in itself, its imaginary worlds coming across as designed 
models for giving new significance to reality.  

As I observed towards the end of Part I, because these models are conspicuous 
as interpretations, they also implicitly indicate the existence of alternative interpreta-
tions. There are, as I will demonstrate in the following chapters, multiple ways of 
configuring any fantasy world into a comprehensible whole, and even more ways of 
negotiating the significance of that world to the one outside (cf. Caracciolo 2012, 
375). The world of The Broken Earth, for instance, can read as that environmental 
scenario I discussed previously, or it can come across, among other things, as a med-
itation on the traumatic legacy of chattel slavery in America (see Ferrández San Mi-
guel 2020, 477; Wickham 2020), an extrapolation on the idea of life-narration as the 
basis of identity, or a thought experiment on the interrelations between racism and 
eugenics – among other possibilities. What sort of model for configuring a reality 
emerges from the story is, for a large part, up to the reader; it depends on what they 
make of the affordances of the story, based on the historically situated and personal 
version of the world outside they negotiate with the one inside (see Meretoja 2016, 
98; Kortekallio 2020, 30). Choosing to pursue one line of speculative inquiry can 
thus carry awareness of the roads not taken, not as discarded options but as valid alter-
native routes to be followed at some point; as Attebery puts it, “[f]or those attuned 
to its charms, fantasy can be a game with endlessly varied outcomes” (2014, 4). An-
other readerly skill required and trained by fantasy fiction, then, as I will argue 
throughout this part of my study, is indeed an appreciation of these perceptual games 
for what they are: theories and interpretations of reality that are designed to be tested out 
and even challenged, rather than lessons to be learned.  

The first chapter of this part, Chapter 4, focuses on the ontologically oriented 
approach to fiction that the speculative reading strategy entails: an attempt to grasp 
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an imaginary world together into a global entity that can be comprehended, as a 
whole, as a model for organizing a global or even cosmic-scale reality (cf. McHale 
2010, 26). Through readings that focus on the worlds of The Buried Giant, The Broken 
Earth and The Shattered Sea as such global entities, I discuss the cosmic-scale ques-
tioning such an exercise in world-configuration entails, the global-scale perspective it en-
courages the reader to adopt towards the imaginary world, and the limits of both 
human-scale perception and narrative presentation which that perspective-taking 
makes visible. I demonstrate the ways in which interpreting fantasy worlds as art-
works can give the reader opportunities to expand their perception of worlds beyond 
the personal, human-scale “insider” perspective suggested by the concept of immer-
sion (see Wolf 2013, 12; Ryan 2019b, 74), and try to glimpse a bigger picture instead. 
On the other hand, my readings also show how the attempt to grasp a world in its 
entirety enables the reader to confront the interpretive artifice of such an attempt, 
determined as it is by both the narrative presentation that enables and limits their 
access to those worlds and the conjecture involved in trying to get past those limits, 
to picture the parts of the world that remain unnarrated, or perhaps even unnarrat-
able (see Walsh 2018, 58; Raipola 2019b). In the readings in this chapter, I thus ex-
plore the potential of fantasy worlds to train readers’ perceptual skills and afford 
them exercises in global thinking. 

The readings in Chapter 5, in turn, focus on the self-reflective and metafictional 
qualities of fantasy worlds and demonstrate how these conspicuously fictional crea-
tions model versions of reality that are tangibly determined by or even constructed 
in storytelling. Conducting alternative readings of The Shattered Sea and The Broken 
Earth to complement those in Chapter 4, as well as one that focuses on the metafic-
tional qualities of The Magicians, I explore the ways these works thematize storytelling 
itself as a fundamentally human way of making sense of one’s life as part of a wider 
world, a powerful tool for constructing people’s identities and determining their 
places in the grand scheme of things, and a means for searching a deeper meaning 
for life, respectively. These thematizations, I will show, all espouse that ambivalence 
about the power of narrative which, according to Meretoja, characterizes fiction of 
the narrative turn (2014, 177), and which I already detected in The Buried Giant in my 
analysis of the novel in Chapter 3. On the one hand, each of them casts storytelling 
as an intrinsic part of being human, taking for more or less granted the currently 
prevalent notion that our lives and positions towards the world we inhabit are always 
thoroughly entangled in narratives (cf. ibid.; also e. g. Caracciolo 2012, 372; Corsa 
2018). On the other hand, they also invite the reader to take a critical view to such 
narratives, as necessary but imperfect tools for navigating the world. Against the 
intensifying crisis of representation, the popular storytelling boom and the post-truth 
discourse, these works of fantasy thus continue the genre’s traditional quest for fic-
tionality – or rather, uses of fictionality – self-reflectively interrogating their own 
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potential, as conspicuous fictions, to confront the irrepresentable, increasingly frag-
mented outside world. 

As befits the pragmatic orientation of contemporary fiction in general, the works 
of 21st-century fantasy analyzed in this part of my study presume neither to reflect 
external reality nor to deconstruct the reader’s perception of it, but to contribute to 
that perception in some useful way. In Chapter 6, I build on the earlier readings of 
Abercrombie, Grossman, Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works with reflections on the spec-
ulative reading strategy as an attempt to seek such contributions. As I noted in the 
introductory chapter of this study, I consider literary speculation a simultaneously in-
strumental and playful activity, where the urge to use the imaginary world as a model for 
rethinking or interrogating the world outside exists in productive tension with a 
sense of autotelic and open-ended engagement (see Sicart 2014, 16; Goggin 2020) 
involved in configuring that imaginary world. In this concluding chapter of this part 
of my study, I explore the role this dynamic of instrumentality and playfulness plays 
in using fantasy worlds as means for speculative inquiry, and reflect on the potentially 
useful perceptual skills trained, insights gained and ideas entertained in the process. 
I pay special attention to the attitudes towards comprehending worlds that this kind 
of instrumental and playful reading fosters. There are, on the one hand, sensations 
of humility and wonder before the limits of perception and narrative sense-making 
(cf. Walsh 2018, 59) which exercises of global-scale perspective-taking make visible; 
on the other hand, there is also deliberate naivety and willful orientation towards 
chasing some grand truth about the cosmos, entailed by attempts to grasp together 
the mythic patterns that structure many fantasy worlds (see Attebery 2014, 8).  

On the whole, I will demonstrate, this dual attitude of speculative reading 
amounts to an outlook to interpreting worlds that aligns closely with the “pragmatic 
idealism” Vermeulen and van den Akker call metamodernist “structure of feeling” 
(2010, 5): a view of fiction as a means for making an “aesth-ethical” (ibid., 2; also 
Gibbons 2015, 31) commitment to a better world. This apparent affinity leads me to 
conclude the last chapter by playing with an idea of fantasy as a popular-cultural 
companion for this possibly emergent new cultural paradigm, in a similar fashion to 
McHale’s conception of science-fiction as a popular “sister-genre” of postmodern-
ism (1987, 59). While I find, to reiterate, that it is too early to put a definite label on 
the new cultural paradigm, I do think that metamodernism, with its stress on willful 
sincerity, tempered optimism and pragmatic aspirations, is at least a strong contender 
for the central spot in the “fuzzy set” (cf. Attebery 1992, 13–14) of theories con-
cerning 21st-century cultural shift beyond postmodernism. As my conclusions from 
the survey of attempts to periodize the present in the previous chapter indicate, most 
of those theories share those principles in some form, whether they focus on sincer-
ity after irony (e. g. Wallace in McCaffery 2012, 52; Holland 2013, 201; Konstantinou 
2017, 88), on a “return of the real” after postmodernist simulacra (e. g. Foster 1996, 
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145; Nyqvist 2012, 252; Boxall 2013, 10) or on pragmatics of communication against 
the impossibility of credible representation (e. g. Funk 2011, 140; Huber 2014, 33).  

There seems to be, in a nutshell, a pragmatist streak in these theories across the 
board that is reminiscent of the instrumentalizing attitudes to storytelling encapsu-
lated by the narrative turn (e. g. Roussin 2017, 385): a shift of attention towards 
questions about what fictional narratives are good for, and how they could contrib-
ute to the world outside despite their inability to represent it. The turn towards a 
more hermeneutically oriented conceptions of literature that Meretoja (2015, 26) 
perceives in contemporary literary theory reflects this pragmatism, by emphasizing 
productive continuities between everyday sensemaking and readerly interpretation 
(cf. Caracciolo 2019, 126–127). From hermeneutical perspective, as Meretoja ex-
plains it, “experience itself has an interpretive structure” (2016, 102), so the worlds 
we experience in our daily lives are products of interpretation, and can therefore be 
influenced and even transformed by our engagements with fiction (also Alber et al. 
2018, 450). This orientation towards pragmatics of fiction as a means for contrib-
uting something to the world outside can indeed be detected in many strands of 
current theory of fiction beside the periodization efforts themselves as well. The 
rhetorical paradigm of fictionality I discussed briefly in the introduction, for exam-
ple, stresses the ability of fiction to “reshape” our understanding of the world outside 
itself (e. g. Nielsen et al. 2015, 70). So does the currently influential enactivist para-
digm of cognitive narratology which holds, according to Marco Caracciolo, that “sto-
rytelling is a driving force in defining the value space of every human being, provid-
ing a backdrop for our exchanges with the world” and thus “narrative is – in itself – 
a tool for the evaluation, or interpretation, of the world” (2012, 372; also Polvinen 
2018, 68; cf. Meretoja 2017, 3).  

As noted before, theories concerning fantasy or science fiction, or speculative 
fiction as a larger tent, also tend to be concerned with the contributions these auda-
ciously imaginative forms of fiction can make to readers’ perception or conception 
of reality. This happens, I think, partly in an effort to validate reading and studying 
these popular genres to those elitist modernists (cf. Felski 2008, 2; Meretoja & 
Lyytikäinen 2015, 1) – but it also, and more importantly, expresses a sincere belief in 
this kind of fiction as a means for broadening readers’ horizons and even inspiring 
them to try to improve the world outside (e. g. DiPaolo 2018, 2). Speculation, by this 
line of thinking, is a form of mimetic response to reality that is directed towards 
understanding that reality in some profound if deeply provisional way – a willful 
commitment to rethink reality in a productive fashion, or even to make that reality 
better. Out of the authors whose works I analyze at length in this part of my study, 
Jemisin has overtly voiced her own belief in speculative fiction as a powerful instru-
ment for contributing to positive change. In her Hugo award acceptance speech for 
The Stone Sky in 2018, she stated eloquently: “I look to science fiction and fantasy as 
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the aspirational drive of the Zeitgeist: we creators are the engineers of possibility” 
(in Cunningham 2018). While I, as noted in the previous chapter, share Keen’s hes-
itation to accept any grand claims about the benefits of reading fiction at face value, 
I have chosen to take that same pragmatic leap of faith concerning the power of 
literary speculation. Accordingly, this part of my thesis also reflects the readings of 
Abercrombie, Grossman, Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works against several potential uses 
of speculative mimesis for helping readers care for our shared world.  

These uses revolve, for the most part, around perceptual skills that configuring 
fantasy worlds and negotiating them with the world outside can hone, as well as the 
self-reflective attention this process can draw to the reader’s own interpretive action 
– and especially, as the following chapters will make clear, its limitations. Attribution 
of instrumental value or potential purpose to reading fantasy in these terms is, to be 
sure, nothing that distinguishes the genre from other kinds of fiction – and that, 
indeed, is not my intention here. A useful, productive disturbance of the reader’s 
habitual perceptual processes is after all, as I mentioned while discussing modernism, 
what Shklovsky argues to be the very purpose of art in his original conceptualization 
of estrangement, stating that “the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself 
and must be prolonged” in order to turn stale knowing of things into fresh seeing 
(1965a, 12). This notion, of course, goes on to inform much of literary criticism 
developed during the following century, through Brecht and, in the case of specula-
tive genres, Suvin’s follow-up theories. More recently, Alva Noë has rather similarly 
conceived of art as a “strange tool” that puts the reader’s own structures of thinking 
under examination by making communication of ideas deliberately inefficient – be-
ing “bad design on purpose” (2015, 101; cf. Scarlett & Zeilinger 2019, 10) – and thus 
making the audience pause before their own processes of organizing worlds. The 
instrumental value of art, by these accounts, lies in in its ability to represent not reality 
per se, but the reader’s position within and agency over that reality; its capacity to enable the 
reader to be mindful of their own mediating action in their relationship with worlds 
(see Meretoja 2016, 113). This is how, Noë argues, art “unveils us to ourselves,” 
affording us an opportunity to discover, in potentially transformative ways, the in-
terpretive quality of our perception of and access to “the world around us” (ibid., 
101–102).  

The distinction of fantasy, in these terms, lies in the comprehensive, global quality 
of its proposals for alternative models, and its emphasis on the experimental quality 
of those models – both linked to its concerns with its own ontological status as 
fiction. It is, as I stressed in the introduction, a difference in focus and scale rather 
than one in kind. By its conspicuously fictional, global or cosmic-scale thought ex-
periments, fantasy simply makes the scrutiny and potential reorganization of the 
reader’s outlook to reality more profound, visible and central part of interpretation 
than fiction on average. Fantasy stories can therefore demonstrate how to negotiate 
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the ontological status of worlds of fiction at large; it can thus estrange and “lay bare” 
not only the interpretive quality of any perception of reality, but also the ways fiction 
can contribute to those perceptions (cf. McHale 2018, 327). In so doing, fantasy can 
model a way of overcoming the crisis of representation for contemporary fiction in 
general – and possibly train its readers to approach all forms of fiction as speculative 
perceptual plays, paying attention to the complex relationship any world inside fic-
tion has to the world outside. Correspondingly, it encourages the reader to reorgan-
ize their perception of the relations between fiction and reality in a way that trans-
cends both the rigid hierarchy and quaint positivism of post-Enlightenment thought 
(see Oziewicz 2017) and the utter solipsism of the intensifying crisis of representa-
tion encapsulated by the notion of post-truth era (e. g. Baggini 2017, 71; Browse et 
al. 2019, 248). In these metafictional pursuits, fantasy – as that “easy” form of fiction 
that flaunts its own devices – can even be thought to join forces with contemporary 
narrative theory in the project of theorizing the significance of fiction (cf. Waugh 
1984, 2; see Polvinen 2018, 68–69). Approaching this sort of ontologically oriented, 
speculative storytelling as “literal narratology” as McHale suggests (2018) can, there-
fore, prove a rewarding conversation between fiction and theory for those attempt-
ing to periodize the 21st century. 
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4. WORLDS AT STAKE: FANTASY WORLD-
MODELING AND GLOBAL-SCALE PERSPECTIVE-
TAKING 

This is what you must remember: the ending of one story is just the beginning of 
another. This has happened before, after all. People die. Old orders pass. New socie-
ties are born. When we say “the world has ended,” it’s usually a lie, because the planet 
is just fine. 

But this is the way the world ends. 
This is the way the world ends.  
This is the way the world ends. 
For the last time. (Season, 14) 

At the beginning of The Fifth Season the mysterious narrator, addressing at this point 
equally mysterious “you,” introduces the reader to the imaginary world of The Broken 
Earth trilogy in decidedly estranging terms, explicitly privileging the planetary per-
spective over any human one and casting human lives and even whole civilizations 
as transient and, in the grand scheme of things, unimportant. The narrator thus spells 
out the epic scale fantasy stories in general often operate – the idea that the life and 
deeds of any mortal being only add to a vast, grand narrative about the fates of the 
world as a whole. As Attebery puts it, “an epic thinks globally: its protagonist is the 
world. Even as it invites us to focus briefly on this personal interaction, that heroic 
effort, it keeps the big picture in front of us” (2018, 1; cf. Ekman 2013, 1–2; Heise 
2019, 300–301).117 In epic fantasy, even the greatest of heroes or the most formidable 
of dark lords only plays a supporting part. In the case of Jemisin’s trilogy, the pro-
tagonist Essun’s personal journey is not just an account of a woman’s life, her strug-
gles and griefs, her attempt to survive amidst the apocalypse and find her lost daugh-
ter Nassun. Instead, it gets intertwined with the planetary-scale story about vengeful 

 
117 The importance of fantasy worlds as a sett ing and geographical context has been 
expressed by several scholars in similar terms, with Farah Mendlesohn for example  
considering Lewis’ Narnia as “a character in and of itself” (2008, 34) and the land-
scape of Tolkien’s Middle-earth “a participant in the adventure” ( ibid. ,  35).  In The 
Encyclopedia of  Fantasy ,  John Clute and John Grant similarly deem that the “land” any 
typical fantasy  story is  set in “is not a protagonist but has an analogous role” an “is 
almost certainly, in some sense, alive” (1997).   
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Father Earth waging its war against humankind that has been going on for forty 
millennia or so, gaining its full significance from the part she has to play in an effort 
to end the hostilities, stop the apocalypse, return the long-lost moon to its orbit. 
What ultimately comes to even define Essun as a character, in the narrator’s eyes at 
least, is her “driving need to make the world better” (Sky, 381). Her story is about 
her relationship with her world; and the world’s story, as per my earlier environmen-
tal reading, is about the sins of humanity as a species, for which she and her daughter 
manage to atone.  

Such epic-scale perspective-taking has been a recurring feature in fantasy fiction 
ever since The Lord of the Rings made it popular, with its immediate story of the Ring 
and the war between Sauron and the free peoples of Middle-Earth presented as only 
the latest events in a battle for the fate of the world that has been going on since 
before its creation. Tolkien himself once described the rhetoric of his mythopoetic 
project in terms of an interaction between mythical and human scales of storytelling, 
stating an aim to create a body of legends “ranging from the large and cosmogonic, 
to the level of romantic fairy-story – the larger founded on the lesser in contact with 
the earth, the lesser drawing splendor from the vast backcloths” (2013, xiii–xiv). This 
is what The Broken Earth does as well. The story of Essun’s life, her suffering, losses 
and enslavement serves as a lens for – and a synecdoche of – the grander-scale nar-
rative of the suffering, loss and attempted enslavement of the planet, grounding it to 
a humanly relatable experience; and the bigger-picture perspective of the overarching 
mythical patterns lends thematic significance to the character’s story in turn. In The 
Shattered Sea, similarly, the ancient cataclysm that left the civilization of “elves” in 
ruin becomes available for interpretation through the immediate story of Yarvi’s war 
against the High King, and his deeds gain their ominous thematic weight from the 
broader, world-historical perspective. Fantasy stories like these emphasize the global 
context of any human-scale story; in their mimetic operations, they do not so much 
afford opportunities to scrutinize “human action in a possible world” as Halliwell 
has it (2002, 28) as they model worlds, and human action as part of those worlds.  

In both of these fantasy epics, then, the interpretation pivots on grasping the global 
perspective. By foregrounding the configurative stage of mimesis and thus directing 
readerly attention towards understanding the world inside the fiction (cf. Ryan 2016, 
25–26), these stories invite the reader to consider the imaginary world as a themati-
cally significant creation, a model of a reality organized into a coherent system along 
some graspable cosmic principles (cf. Caracciolo 2020, 19). Therefore, they afford 
an interpretive strategy founded on global and even cosmic-scale perspective-taking, 
focusing on questions of how the world is organized, how it works and, crucially, 
what it has been designed to communicate as a fictional creation (cf. Roine 2016, 
33). In this exercise in speculative perspective-taking, the reader is invited to go be-
yond the local and the personal towards the global and the universal, and to consider 
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questions that pertain to global-scale events and humankind on a species-level, or 
even cosmic-scale ideas of the nature of the universe, the structure of reality and so 
on. By such invitation, fantasy storytelling affords a view of a world – and human 
action in that world – that renders “tellable” (see Caracciolo 2020, 17) things that lay 
outside the scope of everyday human perception and interests. In so doing, it seeks 
to transcend what Caracciolo deems a general bias of narrative form towards “hu-
man-scale reality” – the tendency of storytelling to deal with human or human-like 
subjectivity and temporalities relevant to human lifespans (ibid., 18; also Hume 1984, 
141; Chu 2010, 85; Heise 2019, 280–281; Kortekallio 2020, 3–4). Fantasy stories, due 
to their focus on world-configuration, can render things that lay outside that narrow 
scope not only presentable (see Chu 2010, 10–11) but also compelling, inviting the 
reader to gaze upon the strangeness of the universe that lies beyond mundane ver-
sions of reality. 

Such an escape from the narrow limits of ordinary human perception is also what 
makes the “magic of Faërie” appealing in Tolkien’s view: for him, the value of fan-
tasy lies in its capacity to satisfy “certain primordial human desires,” allowing readers 
“to survey the depths of space and time” and “to hold communion with other living 
things” (2006, 116). Hume has suggested a similar virtue for fantasy, stating that 
“mythic outlooks […] let one view the universe in terms that relate it to a human 
scale of values,” thus affording a sense of purposeful engagement with that universe 
in a way “scientific answers” fail to do (1984, 121; also DiPaolo 2018, 12). Both of 
these relatively early accounts on the cosmic interests of fantasy emphasize the hu-
man perspective in its encounter with the wider universe – but while Tolkien sees 
the appeal of such encounters in the “fleeting glimpses” of the sublime “beyond the 
walls of the world” (2006, 153), Hume thinks that it lies in “the sense of sophistica-
tion” involved in “[p]utting a label on the inchoate and incoherent, pigeonholing 
something which has defied classification” (1984, 94). For Tolkien, human engage-
ment with the cosmos is a matter of quasi-religious wonder, whereas for Hume it is 
one of rendering that cosmos into something available for human sense-making (cf. 
Chu 2010, 3) – but both of them conceive of these engagements as a search for 
deeper and more meaningful connection to the universe (cf. Hassler-Forest 2016, 
31). Similarly, Caracciolo deems what he terms “cosmic narratives” a response to a 
“yearning for a cosmic principle, a perspective from which the universe would make 
sense as a whole” that, as he sees it, stems from the tension between the “perceptual 
world” available to the sensory capacities of human body and the actual scale of the 
universe revealed by modern science (2020, 20; also 2015, 34).  

For Caracciolo, however, the virtue of such sense-making lies not in its ability to 
satisfy a craving for meaning in a senseless cosmos but in its potential to bridge the 
perceptual gap between human-scale and non-human realities by making the latter 
available to an immersive “embodied experience” (2020, 48). While Hume’s account 
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on cosmic exploration reduces the universe to human scale, this one expands the 
range of human experience afforded by fiction to cosmic scale. The effect, in con-
trast to that ennobling validation of human existence described by Hume (see 1984, 
141) or the rapture and consolation valorized by Tolkien, is an acute consciousness 
of the unimportance of humanity in the great scheme of things – a powerful rebuttal 
of “human exceptionalism” (Caracciolo 2020, 200). Drawing from the ecocritic 
Christopher Hitt’s conceptualization of “ecological sublime,” Caracciolo values the 
affective sensation of “wonder and awe at the sheer scale of the cosmos” (ibid., 171) 
or, as Hitt puts it, “humility before nature” (1999, 606), elicited by literary engage-
ments with the universe. Whereas Tolkien and Hume’s older accounts discuss cos-
mic-scale storytelling primarily in terms of satisfying desires, this outlook, which par-
ticipates in the current ecocritical and posthumanist discourses in literary criticism, 
is more pragmatic, instrumentalizing and topical. Caracciolo assigns the relevance of 
the global and cosmic-scale perspective-taking in fiction to the help it offers readers 
in confronting the so-called Anthropocene epoch, stating that  

only reflecting on the cosmos and the parochiality of our own species can foster the 
humility that is necessary to act more respectfully toward the nonhuman realities that 
surround us. It is perhaps inevitable for humans to think in anthropocentric terms; 
but confronting the cosmic perspective […] can temper that anthropocentrism, shift-
ing our attention away from ourselves and our in-groups on a local or national level, 
toward the human species as a whole. (2020, 203).  

It should be noted that Caracciolo’s corpus of cosmic narratives spans 20th-century 
fiction from canonical modernism and postmodernism through classics of science 
fiction to pulp stories, but does not include fantasy. This is, I gather, because he 
thinks that the kind of cosmic perspective-taking useful for fostering that respect 
towards non-human reality is only afforded by “fiction’s dialogue with scientific 
models of reality” (ibid., 199; cf. 2015, 28). The sorts of mythic patterns discussed 
by Tolkien and Hume would, in his view, succumb to “the lure of metaphysical and 
religious systems that place the human at the center of the universe” (ibid., 200), and 
thus affirm exactly the sort of conceptual separation of human beings and the natural 
world that ecocriticism and posthumanism oppose (see Hitt 1999, 605; Raipola 
2019b, 263). However, Caracciolo’s own discussion ultimately loops back to that 
“tempered” form of anthropocentrism as well. In order to avoid the unproductive 
nihilism that would accompany a full acknowledgement of human insignificance in 
the universe, he zooms closer to home again with his suggestion that cosmic-scale 
fiction can at least help readers grasp humanity on the species-level – a level between 
individual subjectivity and full-blown cosmic indifference on which, according to 
Kortekallio, environmental science fiction often operates (2020, 8; also Heise 2019, 
282). In the end, his thesis thus comes to resemble Tolkien’s idea of fantasy as a 
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means to “hold communion with other living things” – to encounter the natural 
world as part of it rather than superior to it.  

As I see it, on this level there is no need to draw stark distinctions between sci-
entific and mythical models of cosmos or, as it follows, science fiction and fantasy. 
They are both attempts to render the universe and human existence within it com-
prehensible in relation to each other – or rather, to borrow Brian L. Keeley’s charm-
ing joint definition of these genres, “attempts to imagine the queerness of the uni-
verse” (2015, 170).118 After all, literary modeling of worlds, or universes, involves 
readerly mindfulness of the artifice and limitations of such modeling: an acute awareness of 
their speculative, configured, fictional quality. Ontologically oriented genres like fan-
tasy and science fiction – or, in the end, any fiction that engages with models of the 
cosmos – further emphasize this quality with their prodigiously imaginative world-
building. Visions of a global or cosmic reality to be grasped in its entirety are, as I 
noted in the introduction, deeply “unnatural” in the sense that they can only happen 
in engagements with worlds of fiction (see Richardson 2016, 393). Any literary at-
tempt to imagine the cosmos, or even a whole planet, as a comprehensible unified 
system is conspicuous in its fictionality because, as the enduring crisis of representa-
tion underlines, the world outside fiction cannot be presented as such a system with-
out reducing it into a narratively designed version of itself – without fictionalizing it.  

These models, science-based or not, are therefore not proxies to the actual uni-
verse but speculative attempts to imagine a graspable and meaningful, if highly arti-
ficial and theoretical, version of the universe. This estranging sense of artifice is 
something Caracciolo, who discusses readerly engagements with cosmic narratives 
in fairly naturalizing terms as embodied and immersive experiences, largely misses: 
as cognitive narratologists tend to do (see Polvinen 2018, 67), he treats the worlds 
of those cosmic narratives with an assumption that “the perceptual patterns and af-
fective dynamics from which fictional worlds are woven are fundamentally the same 
as those inherent in our transactions with reality” (Caracciolo 2019, 126). Confronted 
with the abovementioned limits of modeling the cosmos as a whole, namely its de-
pendence on reductive human-scale language or imagery, he argues that cosmic nar-
ratives nevertheless induce basic, affective responses “to the greatness of the cos-
mos,” allowing readers to “feel its overwhelming scale” even though they cannot 
visualize it or put it into words (2020, 171). This sensation would then, presumably, 
translate directly to the reader’s outlook to their everyday life, fostering that healthy 
respect for non-human world, the gap between reality and representation effortlessly 
bridged by the authenticity of the reader’s embodied experience (cf. Funk 2011, 126). 
In my discussion of The Broken Earth as environmental fiction in Part I, I ended up 

 
118 Keeley himself is paraphrasing the biologist J.  B. S. Haldane’s famous and rather 
lovely 1928 statement, “my own suspicion is that the  Unive rse is not only queerer 
that we suppose, but queerer than we can suppose” ( in Keeley 2015, 169). 
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suggesting something similar: that even though the trilogy cannot and does not try 
to represent the ecological crisis ongoing in the world outside in its full, overwhelm-
ing scale, it can compel the reader to engage at length with their own feelings of 
complicity over that crisis.  

However, it is important to keep in mind here that readers are of course not 
engaging with the cosmos itself through fictions, or even purely scientific models of 
cosmos, but with fictional, dramatized, narratively structured versions of such mod-
els – what they encounter is an imaginary cosmos, the very unreality of which is part of 
the fictional environment with which the reader is invited to interact (see Polvinen 
2016, 29; Roine 2016, 18; Anderson & Iversen 2018, 582). Consequently, I would 
think, the affective sense of wonder before the vastness of the universe is also mod-
erated by this sense of artifice, just like, according to Keen, experiences of empathy 
for fictional characters are moderated by the “made-up” quality of the engagement, 
and therefore not fully equivalent to empathy for actual human beings (2007, 4). This 
is, again, particularly true for the kinds of fiction that foreground the configurative 
stage of mimesis – and another reason why distinguishing between fantastic and sci-
ence-fictional world-modeling in this respect is, in my view, fairly arbitrary. Neither 
of them can engender authentic encounters with cosmic-scale reality – no fiction can 
– and neither of them tries. This is why, while I do embrace the pragmatist faith in 
fiction to help reshape readers’ outlook to the world outside, including its potential 
to foster environmental consciousness, I also take my cue from Keen in hesitating 
to believe that affective experiences with literary environments, however visceral, are 
easily translatable to a new and improved outlook to the world outside, let alone to 
beneficial action within it.  

As I have stressed before, I do not myself consider immersive experiences the 
only, or even necessarily the primary, aspect of readerly engagements with worlds of 
fiction. By this, I do not mean to dismiss the experiential quality of fiction altogether 
(cf. Walsh 2017, 476) or downplay the affective power of imaginary worlds; I simply 
suggest that those experiences and affects must be understood in the context of the 
configured world as a thematically significant artwork, as part of the ontological riddle it 
poses as a whole. The Broken Earth, for instance, does afford deeply immersive expe-
riences, potentially giving the reader highly affecting opportunities to feel what it is 
like to be shunned, abused, enslaved or exploited, or to face the end of the world, or 
to come face to face with the agency of non-human environment. These “affective 
patterns” (see Caracciolo 2020, 198), however, gain their full significance in relation 
to the model of a world in all its imaginative artifice; the full grasp of the world as a 
battleground between a wounded planet and its human inhabitants can, for instance, 
direct that emotional involvement into a sense of kinship with the planet. Alterna-
tively, a bigger-picture understanding of the brutality of human history on this im-
aginary planet, with its repeating patterns of culling the weak and exploiting the 
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powerful, can make those feelings come together into a model of a reality defined 
by intergenerational traumas (see Wickham 2020, 404–406), fundamental flaws of 
human nature, or societal adaptations to a dangerous environment. Putting the world 
together as an “unnatural” created artwork is, then, what ultimately communicates 
these things, by organizing the reading experience into a thematically meaningful 
pattern. 

As the hermeneutic model of mimesis I employ illuminates, this model of a reality 
inside fiction is not static or self-contained, but constantly reviewed and reconfigured 
in “refigurative” negotiations with the world outside. That outside world, which my 
whole discussion in Part I grapples with, is of course not stable, singular or predict-
able, either. In an age of intensifying crisis of representation, it would be naïve to 
assume that the prefigured “reality” against which any reader configures a fantasy 
world is something as natural and pregiven as “the ‘zero world’ of empirically verifi-
able properties around the author” which Suvin conceives of as the “control” of 
science-fictional, experimental worlds in his influential theory of cognitive estrange-
ment (2016a, 23; also Rayment 2014, 12). Instead, my model of speculative mimesis 
suggests that the world outside fiction is another construction – and not just in the 
postmodernist sense that any version of that world is a construction but, much more 
specifically, that this world is also constructed in the interpretive process. The reader, of course, 
has their “preunderstanding” of the world outside, (Ricoeur 1984, 54) their beliefs 
and expectations, but there is no stable model of reality as a coherent system that pre-
exists their engagement with a work of fiction and is relevant to that engagement in 
its entirety. Such a model only emerges, gradually, as a foil for the experimental world 
the reader configures inside the fiction. From the mimetic process arises a model of 
the world outside fiction that is, like the one inside, tangible, coherent, graspable as 
a whole, and thoroughly artificial: another speculative organization of a version of 
reality, or a shadow theory of the world to complement the one modeled by the 
world inside fiction.  

For example, as I noted in my earlier environmental reading of The Broken Earth, 
that particular interpretation of the trilogy’s world only emerges in a reading where 
the reader applies their pre-existing climate anxieties into the experiment. Such anx-
ieties in themselves, however, do not constitute a coherent “prefigured” reality, and 
they are probably not something the reader would apply to their interpretation of 
any work of fiction – but the affordances of this particular work do suggest that they 
would constitute a relevant foil for its imaginary world. From these premises, the 
world inside fiction gets configured into a scenario with environmental ramifications, 
and in turn, that configuration reworks its outside-world foil into a coherent whole 
where those anxieties are organized into a graspable pattern, resulting in a model of a 
reality where human exploitation of the planet signifies arrogance and lack of empa-
thy. In another reading conducted by Kim Wickham (2020), the foil is the traumatic 
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legacy of slavery in America, and the world configured in the reading ends up mod-
eling a reality determined by the intergenerational suffering caused by such trauma 
(also Ferrández San Miguel 2020, 477–478). In yet another alternative reading I will 
present in Chapter 5, the world inside the fiction is instead configured in response 
to questions of narrative and identity, resulting in a very different speculative mod-
eling of a reality – one structured along the idea of human lives as stories in a web 
of stories, determined and constrained by cultural master narratives.  

All of these readings make meaningful sense of the imaginary world of The Broken 
Earth as a global-scale system, with different focus and along different lines of in-
quiry, and all of them organize their respective outside-world foils into correspond-
ing patterns. The experimental worlds modeled by fantasy fiction, then, are not just 
those Suvinian “alternative imaginative frameworks” (2016a, 20) that serve as es-
tranging vantage points from which to view ostensibly natural “real-world” hegem-
onies critically (also Rayment 2014, 21), or even just vehicles for questioning the 
reader’s habitual structures of thinking in a more general sense. In the possible in-
terpretations of The Broken Earth listed above, the reader’s prefigured sense of reality 
is not necessarily even questioned at all, but rather organized into a more compre-
hensible pattern in a way that may help provide new clarity to issues that are already 
on top of their mind. An environmental reading of the trilogy, for instance, may 
amount to an opportunity to work through existing ecological anxieties in a produc-
tive way, rather than an occasion for developing all-new ecological awareness; after 
all, as Kortekallio points out, people engage with literature not only to discover new 
ideas and patterns of thought, but also “to revisit and rehearse worlds and values 
they are already familiar with” (2020, 3).  

On the other hand, the version of the world outside that is brought into negoti-
ations with the imaginary world does not even need to be that closely tied to the 
reader’s habitual prefigured beliefs and values, or their ideas of what is true or pos-
sible. To return to my earlier discussion of Abercrombie’s The Shattered Sea for an 
example, its model of a world, where human condition is defined by a hubristic desire 
to dabble with god-like powers and a resulting pattern of repeated self-inflicted an-
nihilation, quite effortlessly affords a reading where the appalling destructive power 
of actual nuclear weapons currently in humanity’s possession becomes tangible. The 
trilogy thus estranges that power in a roughly Shklovskyan sense of the term, making 
“the stone stony” (1965a, 12) or, rather, making weapons of mass-destruction scary. 
What acts as a relevant foil in this interpretation is a certain post-Cold-War compla-
cency over the existence of such weapons – but that complacency is not necessarily 
something habitual to the reader that gets challenged, but rather something brought 
up by the affordances of the story itself. Such a mindset can therefore, in itself, be a 
speculative structure of thinking the reader is invited to try on, and perhaps get dis-
turbed by, as part of the foil they construct to negotiate with the imaginary world. 
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That experimental mindset then loops back to inform the configuration of the im-
aginary world as it keeps unfolding in the reading, adding to the impression of the 
“elves” as fools and their weapons as abominations – and the cycle continues.  

In a speculatively mimetic reading, in conclusion, the so-called reality mirrors the 
fiction just as much as the fiction mirrors reality, to evoke the clichéd metaphor (cf. 
Rayment 2014, 174) – and both get dynamically reworked in relation to each other. 
The reader is thus, in essence, provided that “unnatural” global-scale perspective to 
not only the world inside fiction but the one outside as well, which enables them to 
view both of those worlds from such an estranging vantage and negotiate them with 
each other as alternative, equally constructed models of reality. The process as a 
whole may lead to transformative reevaluation of the reader’s habitual structures of 
thinking, or it may help them simply review those structures, or to temporarily try 
on some new and disturbing ones. Most importantly, however, such structures be-
come visible as models for organizing a world – theories for interpreting reality rather 
than neutral observations about or obvious departures from an “empirically verifia-
ble” world. What gets most usefully estranged and thus made available for scrutiny 
here is not some questionable pregiven sense of reality, but the interpretation itself, as 
a productive act of making meaningful sense of realities both fictional and non-fic-
tional. Via its speculative mimesis that emphasizes the participatory role of the 
reader, fantasy stories can therefore help the reader reconcile a desire for truth to 
matter and reality to hold comprehensible meaning with a sensitivity to the interpre-
tive mediation of that reality.  

In the three analyses that follow, I will explore the implications of the foreground-
ing of the configurative stage of mimesis, and the resultant global-scale perspective-
taking, for interpreting fantasy fiction. I start by describing a world-focused reading 
strategy as applied to The Buried Giant, and demonstrating how that strategy yields an 
interpretation of the novel that is richer in nuance, and more amenable for both 
enjoying the novel and gaining some useful insight from the engagement than a read-
ing that treats the world as a mere pseudo-medieval setting would be. Next, I move 
on to discuss the role of global-scale perspective-taking in the previously discussed 
environmental reading of The Broken Earth, focusing especially on that Tolkienesque 
interaction between human-scale reality and the “vast backcloths” of the planetary 
viewpoint and the way it structures the model of a reality that emerges from the 
process. I conclude with a further analysis of the dual nature of the world of The 
Shattered Sea as both a conventionally pseudo-medieval fantasy world and an emphat-
ically non-magical post-apocalyptic scenario, and examine the way these two versions 
of the world, layered on top of each other, compel the reader to reconsider the nature 
of reality itself as a matter of interpretation.  

In all of these reading, I seek to demonstrate what happens to interpretation when 
worlds of fiction are approached not as settings or even virtual realities to experience, 
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but as models of reality for the reader to put together from a global-scale perspective 
– when the reader, in short, treats these worlds as artworks that have been designed 
to communicate something in themselves.  

4.1. How to Read Ontologically? Foregrounding of the World in 
The Buried Giant 

In his unimpressed review of The Buried Giant for The New Yorker, James Wood la-
ments the way Ishiguro’s new book, being in his view “not a novel about historical 
amnesia but an allegory of historical amnesia” explores the author’s hallmark themes 
of repressed memory and trauma in an uncharacteristically simplistic manner, and 
thus “runs the great risk of making literal and general what is implicit and personal 
in his best fiction” (2015). In Wood’s view, such literalization and generalization 
makes this particular revisitation of these themes vague and boring, too far removed 
from reality by the novel’s remote and generic setting to be meaningful as anything 
but a metaphoric stand-in for a fairly obvious yet feeble point about how being de-
prived of their past, people are deprived of a future, too. He compares the novel 
unfavorably to An Artist of the Floating World (1986) and The Remains of the Day (1989), 
both of which also “tell stories that mildly and self-servingly repress secrets, shame-
ful compromises, and the wounds of the past” but do this in a way that ties the 
personal to the historical in a “traumatic truce” (2015). While these earlier works of 
Ishiguro’s, in Wood’s readings, conduct poignant examinations of repressed memory 
through their first-person narrators, The Buried Giant comes across to him as a bland 
and unfocused treatise on shame and forgetting, with characters whose experiences 
do not resonate with him or even make all that much sense in terms of the allegorical 
reading he attempts. On the whole, he seems to see all meaning communicated by 
the novel as fully external to the story itself, to be revealed by decoding the “allegory” 
into a message, or even a moral, about the world outside (cf. Landy 2012, 181). 

Although I will suspend my judgement about the implications this has to the 
literary quality of Ishiguro’s novel, I can see why Wood finds The Buried Giant frus-
trating. There is no denying, for one thing, that Axl and Beatrice are fairly flat and 
boring characters; their experience of the universal amnesia, while tragic, does not 
make the repression of memory feel particularly personal or psychologically interest-
ing to me, either. The curse of amnesia is, after all, something inflicted on them, as 
Wood notes, rather than something they, like the butler Stevens of The Remains of the 
Day, would do to themselves – it tells nothing about these characters as “historical 
actors” (Wood 2015). As a purely immersive experience, reading The Buried Giant 
could also be, I figure, excruciatingly dull, not to mention difficult to pull off based 
on the affordances of the story. While there are some intriguing mysteries – like, 
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where does the amnesiac “mist” come from, and what was the clearly traumatic event 
in Axl’s youth of which he keeps getting perplexing glimpses – there is not much of 
particular interest in the world of this fantasy novel to imaginatively explore, and the 
perpetually confused main characters are not of great help for a reader trying to get 
their bearings in relation to what there is (cf. Mendlesohn 2008, 7). The sub-Roman 
Britain presented in the novel appears simultaneously both claustrophobic and out 
of reach, its spatial and temporal dimensions difficult to map; from the mist-
shrouded landscape, an odd Roman ruin here and a Saxon village there pokes out as 
a transient point of focus. All of this, of course, signifies the havoc the curse of the 
mist is wreaking on the people in this land: on an experiential level, the world is 
frustrating because as a “container for the story” it is broken and almost empty. This 
vagueness of the experience is, I gather, what prompts Wood to ask the very salient 
question, “[j]ust at the technical level, can one write a successful novel about people 
who can’t recall anything?” (2015). 

On the other hand, if one were to abandon their attempt at an immersed reading 
focused on characters and personal experiences and try to interpret the story as a 
straightforward allegory – in Wood’s simplistic and somewhat pejorative usage of 
the term, where such a reading amounts to basically mining the text for a hidden 
parallel (see Scholes 1975, 81; cf. Landy 2012, 182) – it would still be boring, because 
such a reading would expect the story to try “to convey a certain idea rather than 
represent a coherent storyworld” as Alber puts it (2016, 52). In other words, it would 
amount to giving up interest in the story or its world in themselves, as artistic crea-
tions – and what is worse, it would make utter nonsense of several features of that 
world. If the story was taken to be a parallel about “real-world” historical trauma and 
suggest some sort of moral concerning it, for instance, what would the dragon Que-
rig who breathes out the amnesiac “mist” signify? One cannot, after all, actually bring 
a nation’s repressed collective memory back by slaying some monster; to suggest 
otherwise would be nothing short of childish. This is why, as a side note, these kinds 
of allegorical readings of works of fantasy fiction tend to prove disappointing in 
general, and reflect badly on the whole genre in the process: aside from feeling overly 
didactic (see Hume 1984, 102–103), they easily end up looking like suggestions of 
simple solutions to complex problems.119 While a purely immersive reading of The 
Buried Giant, then, falls short because it involves a futile attempt to make meaningful 
sense of the world inside the fiction from a severely limited insider-perspective only, 
the allegorical reading, conversely, is unsatisfactory because it only considers the 

 
119 To mention a prominent recent example, there was something of an outcry among 
the Game of Thrones  fandom in 2019 when the encroaching threat of eternal winte r, 
interpreted by many as an allegory for climate change (see DiPaolo 2018, 12),  was 
resolved, again, by killing a monster  (see Laukkanen, forthcoming) . 
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story as a vehicle for making a point about the world outside, and quite a flawed 
vehicle at that.  

This dilemma of prioritizing one world or the other illustrates well, I think, the 
fact that to make richest possible sense of a fantasy story, the reader needs to be 
sensitive to the generic affordances of the text and pay attention to right things. 
While Ishiguro’s novel is, without doubt, more “difficult” than an average fantasy 
novel, in the sense that it does not lend itself very easily to straightforward immer-
sion, the basic challenge it presents the reader is similar to any fantasy novel: an 
invitation to read ontologically, with a focus on the imaginary world as a thematically 
meaningful artwork. This is what Wood’s reading, skilled as it is in many ways, does 
not seem to take into account. For him, the fantasy world is just “a generalized Ar-
thurian setting” for the story (2015); what he expects to be thematically significant 
are the characters’ experiences which, removed from realistic historical context, can 
only be meaningful to him as parallels to something external to the imaginary world. 
For a reader more attuned to devices of fantasy genre, however, it is precisely the 
mythical version of Britain that is liable to hold a great amount of interest as a model 
of an alternative reality to grasp together. While lives and experiences of people who 
cannot remember anything are indeed frustrating in all their unnarratability, that 
model can be made richly meaningful sense of in a way that, as I will demonstrate 
here, makes that very unnarratability part of an intriguing exercise in speculative 
thinking afforded by the imaginary world. 

When Ishiguro’s novel is read ontologically, its world comes across as neither just 
an experienceable “kingdom of the as if” nor merely a “distorted mirror” for the 
world outside (see Rayment 2014, 174) but as something like a puzzle. In terms of 
the model of mimesis employed here, the pivotal, configurative stage is fore-
grounded, making the interpretive process stand out as an act of “grasping together” 
(Ricoeur 1984, 66) the world inside fiction as a whole. This approach to the imagi-
nary world is encouraged at the very beginning of the novel, which was already dis-
cussed briefly in Chapter 3 but is worth requoting here:  

You would have searched a long time for the sort of winding lane or tranquil meadow 
for which England later became celebrated. There were instead miles of desolate, un-
cultivated land; here and there rough-hewn paths over craggy hills or bleak moorland. 
Most of the roads left by the Romans would by then have become broken of over-
grown, often fading into wilderness. Icy fogs hung over rivers and marshes, serving 
all too well the ogres that were then still native to this land. (Giant, 3) 

The beginning of the novel immediately foregrounds the world as an enigma to puz-
zle out, by providing two stark contrasts to the world outside. Firstly, there is the 
outright stated contrast between the grim wilderness of the novel’s imaginary world 
and the picturesque rural landscapes of contemporary England – or, perhaps more 
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accurately, the familiar vision of the English countryside as it is typically “celebrated” 
in British literature, from the estates and villages of Jane Austen to the idyllic Shire 
as imagined by Tolkien. Secondly, on top of that, there is the mention of ogres, 
which instantly cancels out any possibility that the world inside this fiction would 
bear more than superficial similarity to any realistic conception of sub-Roman Brit-
ain. Both of these comparisons immediately emphasize the distinct ontological status 
of the imaginary world by establishing its opposition to the world outside; moreover, 
they also make the world instantly conspicuous as a fictional creation, shaped with 
conventional representations of English countryside in mind and partaking in the 
fantasy tradition by borrowing folk-tale monsters from its iconic “Cauldron of 
Story” to roam that countryside (Tolkien 2006, 125; also Kukkonen 2008, 265; At-
tebery 2014, 42). Via both the explicit disavowal of an attempt to represent actual 
England and the evocation of the literary and generic context, the reader is thus 
encouraged to view the world of The Buried Giant as an imaginary realm – and as such 
something that is designed rather than just depicted, and the design of which accordingly 
carries some thematic significance for the novel on the whole. The world, in other 
words, calls attention to itself as something more than mere setting. 

The existence of ogres in this pseudo-medieval vision of Britain, in itself, would 
not necessarily make it feel particularly strange or interesting as an ontological puz-
zle; Middle-Ages-Europe with some mythical beasts mixed in is, after all, quite a 
conventional, or even stereotypical, look for a fantasy world, and would therefore 
not give much of pause to a reader who knows enough about the novel to expect 
the genre (see Alber 2016, 193; Roine 2016, 146). However, the strangeness of the 
world increases immediately after the introduction of the ogres: 

The people who lived nearby – one wonders what desperation led them to settle in 
such gloomy spots – might well have feared these creatures, whose panting breath 
could be heard long before their deformed figures emerged from the mist. But such 
monsters were not cause for astonishment. People then would have regarded them 
as everyday hazards, and in those days there was so much else to worry about. How 
to get food out of the hard ground; how not to run out of firewood; how to stop the 
sickness that could kill a dozen pigs in a single day and produce green rashes on the 
cheeks of children. 

In any case, ogres were not so bad provided one did not provoke them. One had 
to accept that every so often, perhaps following some obscure dispute in their ranks, 
a creature would come blundering into a village in a terrible rage, and despite shouts 
and brandishing of weapons, rampage about injuring anyone slow to move out of its 
path. Or that every so often, an ogre might carry off a child into the mist. The people 
of the day had to be philosophical about such outrages. (Giant, 3–4) 

These passages provide the reader with clues as to how to relate the supernatural 
creatures to the overall ontology of the world, and as such, direct their attention 
towards the internal workings of the imaginary world as a system. Again creating an 
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explicit comparison to what one might expect ogres to be – “cause for astonishment” 
– the narrator makes the monsters out to be, instead, mundane to the point of down-
right boredom, lumping them together with ordinary agricultural worries such as 
sickness of livestock and poor soil.  

In what McHale has called “[t]he rhetoric of contrastive banality” this stated mun-
danity of the mythical monsters “sharpens and intensifies the contact between nor-
mal and paranormal” (1987, 76–77), or emphasizes the ontological contrast between 
the fiction and the outside world, again serving to foreground the configurative stage 
of mimesis. However, it also directs attention towards the strangeness of the imagi-
nary world as a whole, by prompting the reader to ask, in what kind of world would 
it make sense to think of ogres in this manner (cf. Roberts 2016, 2)? Because fantasy 
worlds are, as I discussed in Chapter 2 in contrast with the ontological concerns of 
postmodernism, generally expected to be internally coherent realms that accommo-
date their supernatural elements as literally true (see Todorov 1973, 33; Polvinen 
2018, 68), a world where ogres are mere “everyday hazards” would need to form 
into a context where such creatures feel a “natural” part of its fabric. For Farah 
Mendlesohn, this kind of “atmosphere of ennui” (2008, xxi) surrounding the super-
natural adds to an immersive experience of a fantasy world, as it basically asks the 
reader to take the world in its own terms, or “be a part of the world” (ibid., 112), 
rather than some constantly amazed tourist. 

Such an attempt to go native in the imaginary world is liable to be disrupted, 
however, with the cavalier attitude of people towards ogres stealing their children. 
While accepting the notion of ogres as just one peril of life among others is a fairly 
easy concession to the internal conditions of the fantasy world, the claim that people 
are “philosophical” about losing their children to such creatures is not so effortlessly 
naturalized. However commonplace these occurrences are, it is preposterous to sug-
gest that the parents of those stolen children could think ogres are “not so bad” – 
even assuming that child mortality in this pseudo-medieval world would be sky-high 
anyway, such a callous attitude comes across as deeply odd. Trying to go along with 
it, the reader is therefore likely to experience some “imaginative resistance” which, 
according to Ross P. Cameron, is “a big deal and speaks to something important” 
(2015, 38) when it happens in an engagement with speculative fiction, where the 
reader is already predisposed to take all sorts of weirdness at face value. What Cam-
eron means by “something important” is that hitting the limits of acceptable strange-
ness can usefully expose where those limits actually lie, thus marking out some fun-
damental parameters of our understanding of what is real or possible (ibid., 41–42); 
aside from that, however this sense of resistance is also liable to send the reader’s 
interpretation of Ishiguro’s fantasy world onto a new track. The implausibly blasé 
outlook the people in this world have to ogres stealing their children is, in itself, a 
strange feature of the world that requires an explanation.  
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It would be possible, of course, to assume that it is the narrator who is strange 
here rather than the world itself; maybe they are being ironic, or themselves severely 
lacking in empathy. However, the genre-associated expectations again encourage the 
reader to at least entertain the possibility that what the narrator is telling is literally 
true, and that there is something odder and more sinister afoot in this world than 
ogres, something that makes people abnormally uncaring. This indeed soon turns 
out to be the case, as demonstrated by this incident in Axl and Beatrice’s village: 

So the evening when, with less than an hour of daylight remaining, the mist coming 
in and the wolves audible on the hillside, the word went around that Marta was miss-
ing, everyone had stopped what they were doing in alarm. For the next little while, 
voices called out her name all around the warren and footsteps rushed up and down 
its corridors as villagers searched every sleeping chamber, the storage burrows, the 
cavities beneath the rafters, any hiding place a child might go to amuse herself. 

Then in the midst of this panic, two shepherds returning from their shift on the 
hills came into the Great Chamber and began warming themselves by the fire. As they 
did so, one of them announced how the day before they had watched a wren-eagle 
circle above their heads, once, twice, then a third time. There was no mistake, he said, 
it had been a wren-eagle. Word quickly went around the warren and soon a crowd 
had gathered around the fire to listen to the shepherds. (Giant, 10–11) 

The absurdity of this scene, where a shepherd’s banal story about a bird he saw is 
enough to distract people from their frantic effort to find a missing child, lends sup-
port to the idea that there is something seriously wrong with people in this world. 
Axl is seemingly the only one who can still remember Marta might be in danger, and 
for him, “already these recollections were growing confused, in much the way a 
dream does in the seconds after waking” (ibid., 11). This strangely compromised 
attention span and the confused priorities of the villagers appear to result from “the 
mist,” the mysterious curse of amnesia hanging upon the land which robs people of 
their shared stories, communal and familial ties, sense of identity and, along with all 
that, their very humanity. With this connection made, the bigger picture of this world 
begins to emerge, configured against an outside-world foil constituted by the idea of 
memories as foundations for human connections. It thus forms, at length, into an 
experimental model of what would happen if those foundations were taken away. 
Ishiguro’s novel, then, examines the role individual and collective memory play in 
human life and society by inviting the reader to imagine a world where people lacking 
those things can, like the existence of ogres, be taken for a literal truth – where a 
magical enchantment causing a mist of forgetting can be accepted as just an onto-
logical feature of that world, rather than a metaphor for something external to it (see 
Chu 2010, 11; Rayment 2014, 53). The Buried Giant, then, indeed literalizes abstrac-
tions as Wood notes – and as speculative fiction, like I noted in Chapter 2, is 
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frequently deemed to do – but not by the way of a simple allegory but as part of 
more complex ontological work of organizing a world into a coherent system.   

As the story progresses, it becomes clear that the mist has significance beyond 
the emotional states and interpersonal relations of the characters. The loss of 
memory, it becomes apparent, does not afflict just the characters’ ability to think, 
feel and interact normally, but their perception of reality as well: the world is shown 
to not be quite the same for all of them. For example, in one underground cave, 
Beatrice sees “a small child long dead” where Axl perceives only “a large bat lying 
on its back as though peacefully asleep” (Giant, 182); another character, a boy called 
Edwin, keeps seeing ogres no one else can see (ibid., 260); and at one point, Beatrice 
and Axl have a dispute over whether they are seeing a marching army in a distance 
or a flock of birds much closer by (ibid., 266–267). The reader is thus left to wonder 
which perception is true, or whether any of them is, adding to the disorientating 
sense of dysfunction that comes to characterize this world as a whole. This sense of 
vertigo complements the global-scale perspective, from which the world appears 
fundamentally broken; in this world, it seems, everyone lives in their own private 
reality that is inaccessible to others. This idea is further literalized within the bounds 
of the imaginary world by a boatman tasked with ferrying people off to a mysterious 
island, who tells Axl and Beatrice that “it’s a place of strange qualities, and one who 
arrives there will walk among its greenery and trees in solitude, never seeing another 
soul” (ibid., 42), and that only very occasionally, there is a couple with such “an 
unusually strong bond of love between them” (ibid., 43) that they are permitted to 
cross to the island and dwell there together. This island – heavily implied to be some 
kind of an afterlife – thus seems like an exaggeratedly literal metonymic scale model 
of the imaginary world as a whole: a place where each person has their own reality 
which, for the lack of memories binding people together, cannot be shared. It is 
another clue for grasping the world together into a coherent entity. 

The mist, then, works as the central feature of this imaginary world around which 
the impression of the world as a whole coalesces, and on which its thematic signifi-
cance hinges. Conflated with the mist that is repeatedly described to hang over the 
marshes and moorlands, obscuring the landscape, this amnesiac mist does the same 
to the temporal dimension of the world: it obfuscates the passage of time, causal 
relations between events and motivations for characters’ actions. As I mentioned in 
my earlier discussion of The Buried Giant, the mist essentially manifests in the story 
as a profound lack of narrative sense, well exemplified by that absurd scene where 
the search for the missing Marta gets interrupted by the shepherd’s inane story about 
a wren-eagle, as well as the frustratingly unnarratable backstories of Axl, Beatrice and 
other characters. These remain fragmentary and disjointed, refusing to come to-
gether: Axl’s fleeting memory of a young Beatrice in a green cloak, Edwin’s vague 
recollections of what happened to his mother, Beatrice’s sudden echo of a feeling 
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she had long ago when she thought her husband was being unfaithful, all resist at-
tempts to cohere them into narratives. On an immersive level, the mist thus shrinks 
the vision of the world available to the reader into a nonsensical, claustrophobic 
present – from the global perspective, however, it is precisely this lack of sense which 
helps the reader to deduce the overarching pattern of this world and gauge its the-
matic significance in terms of the world outside, as that model of a dysfunctional 
reality. On the whole, this is a world that is paper-thin, disintegrating, fading into 
nothingness; from an experiential perspective, it can be anxiety-inducing, but the 
global view is downright harrowing. It can be taken to model the kind of reality 
implied by an extreme interpretation of relativism, where nothing exists without a 
mind that remembers it.  

This interpretation is also lent some inside-the-world credence by a minor char-
acter speculating on the origins of the mist that ”it might be God himself had for-
gotten much from our past, events far distant, events of the same day. And if a thing 
is not in God’s mind, then what chance of it remaining in those of mortal men?” 
(Giant, 70). What is essentially suggested here is that without a divine mind to hold 
the world together, the small human-scale worlds within it unravel and scatter – that 
there is no singular reality without a singular creator. This evocation of a god-per-
spective also creates an opening for extending the exploration of memory and for-
getting onto a fully global scale, going beyond human experience of trauma and to-
wards a perception of the world as something that has been all but forgotten not by 
God per se but by the human history at large. Given that this world is, after all, a 
version of Arthurian Britain, that mythical Dark-Ages realm that exists in the gap 
between Roman and Anglo-Saxon histories, it can be conceived, in its entirety, as a 
model of a barely remembered period in time. In this interpretation, the emptiness 
of the world comes to signify gaps in historical memory: the visual impression of a 
mist-shrouded landscape with its occasional villages, ruins, monasteries and legend-
ary monsters comes across as a vision of a mostly empty and featureless world, with 
some disjointed details standing out from a land that mostly disappears into the fog. 
This interpretation is bolstered, towards the end of the novel, by the Saxon warrior 
Wistan’s premonition that his people are going to turn the world into “a new land, a 
Saxon land” (ibid., 324) and erase the very memory of it ever having belonged to 
Britons – which can be taken for a suggestion that despite the curse of Querig’s 
breath being broken when the dragon dies, the world portrayed in the novel will not 
come back to focus and cannot be preserved. Like “a dream does seconds after wak-
ing,” it is already fading away – and the reader gets to witness that fading as it is 
happening. 

In my previous reading of Ishiguro’s novel, it is this sense of an age passing from 
memory that invites, as another foil to the emerging global-scale perspective to the 
world, the idea of world as a product of storytelling, as well as the currently popular 



224 

notions of the integral role of stories in construction of identities and communities: 
the discourse of the narrative turn and the storytelling boom. This foil, though not 
as obviously relevant or integral to putting the fantasy world together as the idea of 
memory as the foundation of human existence, complements it by affording an out-
look to the world as that model of the narrative construction of the past, and the 
inevitable imperfection of that construction. Negotiated with this foil, things like the 
ogres, the dying dragon and the decrepit Sir Gawain in turn gain significance as the 
last vestiges of a dying world, a mythical time on its last legs – and the mimetic 
process on the whole forms into a thought experiment about what a version of sub-
Roman Britain that was literally constructed in storytelling would look like. As it 
turns out, it looks mostly blank, with the empty space between stories vastly exceed-
ing the occasional ogre, dragon or Arthurian knight that, defined by some still half-
remembered legend, comes to a clearer focus. On a smaller, human scale, the char-
acters’ disjointed recollections echo this pattern of the world as a whole, Beatrice’s 
green cloak, Edwin’s mother and Axl’s adultery all appearing as scattered remains of 
mostly forgotten personal worlds. The unnarratability of the characters’ life-stories 
thus forms into a synecdoche of the broader-scale unnarratability of distant historical 
past.  

Ishiguro’s version of Arthurian Britain is an unusual fantasy world in the sense 
that it is indeed incoherent, resisting attempts at narrative sense-making. This lack 
of narrative sense does not, however, dismantle the ontology of the imaginary world 
in a postmodernist fashion, undermining the novel’s own attempt at narratively 
structured representation (cf. Waugh 1984, 22; McHale 1987, 11); instead, the way 
The Buried Giant exposes the limits of its own world-making operations becomes a 
feature in the pattern by which it organizes its world, and as such part of the model 
of a reality it provides. Like the similar literalizations of the idea of narratively con-
structed reality by Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett I discussed in Chapter 2, it does 
not just challenge a presumed notion of reality as something pregiven and self-evi-
dent (cf. McHale 2010, 17). Instead, in a constructive rather than deconstructive 
fashion, it systematizes popular notions of storytelling producing reality into a tangible 
model of such a reality, allowing for a prolonged scrutiny of how it would work and 
what it would be like to live in it – and whether that model has any significant ex-
planatory force in terms of the world outside. What this model world, in all its frag-
mentary emptiness, comes to afford in my ontologically oriented reading, is a 
thought experiment where the idea of narrative construction of reality is negotiated 
with the ultimate impossibility of reconstructing – or representing – a spent life, or 
a past age, in its entirety in narrative form.  

That is, of course, only one possible experimental structure of thinking that can 
emerge from the interpretive work of configuring the world of The Buried Giant and 
negotiating it with the outside world; other lines of inquiry alluded to in this analysis 



225 

are the relationship between mind and reality, and shared memories as the means by 
which people can share a common world. Yet another is the idea of repression of 
traumatic memories as violence, brought about by the revelation that the mist was 
originally conjured by Merlin to force both the perpetrating Britons and the victim-
ized Saxons to forget King Arthur’s genocide. This revelation is also what, in Wood’s 
“allegorical” reading, amounts to a moral that “it is clearly right, if not desirable, that 
historical memory should be restored, even if the cost is a return to old warfare” 
(2015) – that repressing shameful and painful memories only prevents the wounds 
of the past from healing, and strips people from their historical agency in the process. 
This is indeed an obvious message to be deciphered from the novel, the repressed 
trauma and hatred being what the “buried giant” signifies in Wistan’s evocation of 
the novel’s title in his prediction of the coming slaughter (Giant, 324). It is also, as 
noted before, a theme Ishiguro himself has discussed in interviews, motivating his 
choice of fantasy genre with the idea that removed into an obviously fictional world, 
the events of the novel can be metaphorically paralleled with several historical oc-
currences of repressed national trauma (e. g. Alter 2015; Clark, A., 2015). 

However, if its work at getting across this message is considered the sole or even 
the best claim The Buried Giant has to outside-world relevance, the work on the whole 
seems rather simplistic indeed, or rather, is simplified by a reductive interpretation 
that misses the thematic significance of the world that unfolds in its story. This world 
as a system, as I see it in my ontologically oriented reading, is quite an ambitious and 
multi-dimensional model for putting together a reality, from which several interest-
ing and potentially useful lines of speculative inquiry can arise, in negotiations with 
numerous potentially relevant outside-world foils. In the reading strategy I have laid 
out here, then, the story on the whole does not form just a static metaphorical stand-
in for some parallel in the world outside fiction (cf. Attebery 2014, 21), and is not 
considered just a means for conveying some pregiven parable; instead, it affords op-
portunities for the reader to entertain and try on any of those several lines of inquiry, and 
then perhaps set it aside and try other ones, each pattern of speculative world-mod-
eling enriching the ontological puzzle presented by the novel. In contrast, the alle-
gorical reading attempted by Wood approaches the whole story, its “setting” in-
cluded, basically as a vehicle for delivering a single moral relevant to the outside 
world, and the painstakingly configured imaginary world becomes all but disposable 
– or, in terms of Ricoeur’s cyclical model of mimesis I employ here, the cycle is 
stopped at the refigurative stage. On the whole, I find this approach to reading ex-
cessively instrumentalizing; it involves a focus on the useful “propositional 
knowledge” the fiction is thought to deliver (see Landy 2012, 179), which eclipses 
the sense of engaging with the created world as an artwork, entertaining and getting 
entertained by its imaginative scenario.  
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In my reading, the mimetic cycle keeps turning, with the outside-world thematic 
foil going on to inform the configuration of the world inside the fiction – the world-
creating stage thus stands out as the pivotal point of the whole process of speculative 
mimesis (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 53). The most important part of that process, then, is not 
any particular message received as a result, but the exercise in speculative thinking itself; 
Ishiguro’s fantasy novel affords, to a reader focusing on its world, an opportunity 
for exercising skills like global-scale perspective-taking and imaginative modeling of 
different realities. As a work that encourages and rewards such an approach, The 
Buried Giant does indeed conduct its exploration of themes of memory and trauma 
in a distinctly literalizing and generalizing way, consolidating the historical amnesia 
into part of its experimental ontology rather than any character’s internal world or 
personal experience. In that observation, I think Wood hits the nail in its head – but 
from the ontologically oriented readerly perspective I have adopted here, the way 
this novel encourages its reader to go beyond the human-scale reality and try gasping 
the bigger picture is its strength, not a failing. The Buried Giant is not a story “about 
people who can’t recall anything” as much as it is a story about a world that cannot be 
recalled; and beyond the narrow limits of human characters’ personal perspectives, 
the brokenness and emptiness of this world lend this global-scale story a sense of an 
elegy for an irredeemably lost age. It thus allows the reader to not just examine a 
model of what happens to a forgotten world, but to feel the melancholic emotional 
weight of this scenario as well (cf. Caracciolo 2020, 198).  

As I have sought to demonstrate here, when the world of Ishiguro’s novel is, as 
Attebery has it, taken for the “protagonist” of the story, the readerly engagement 
with it can easily prove more rewarding an experience, both semantically and affec-
tively, than it is for someone who perceives the world as mere background for char-
acters’ actions. An ontologically oriented reading strategy is also a way of making this 
odd story, with its dreamlike narration, oblivious characters, long and inane mean-
dering dialogues and anticlimactic ending, fun to read in its own way, as a sort of 
puzzle-solving task: an attempt to figure out how all these features contribute to the 
world as a whole. On the whole, this approach to the novel has a profound estrang-
ing effect, and not just in the sense that the reader is invited to engage with an “im-
aginative framework” different from their habitual notions of reality. Instead, what 
gets most fundamentally, and potentially usefully, estranged here is the conventional 
way of thinking of worlds, in fiction or otherwise, as something that serves as a 
background for human action – or that place that enables human-scale stories to 
happen within. In the process of speculative mimesis, where world-configuration 
forms the focal point of interpretation, this usual order of priorities is reversed, and 
worlds become instead perceived as something of which human actors are more or 
less small part and to which they contribute, for good or ill. In my next analysis, I 
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explore this particular estranging effect further, by looking more closely into the way 
The Broken Earth trilogy presents human beings as part of the planet. 

4.2. Creatures of Flesh and Stone: the Human-Planet Kinship in 
The Broken Earth 

In Chapter 3, I already briefly presented my ontologically oriented reading of The 
Broken Earth as an example of environmental fantasy fiction, where grasping a global 
perspective to the imaginary world leads to a speculative line of inquiry about a mu-
tually abusive relationship between human species and the planet they inhabit. In 
that earlier discussion, I mainly focused on the way the trilogy’s exceedingly strange 
world-building renders the ethical dimension of human treatment of the natural en-
vironment available for scrutiny, and defies the crisis of representation by encourag-
ing the reader to try on, via a relatively “safe” literary engagement with a conspicu-
ously artificial planet, the “ethical burden” (see Gibbons 2015, 38) of being complicit 
in the damage humans, on the species-level, are doing to the actual planet Earth. 
Although it overtly disavows an attempt to represent the world outside, and does 
not even create parallels that would be easily applicable to any particular actual envi-
ronmental disaster, it therefore nevertheless holds potential to contribute to that 
world by enabling the reader to come to terms with a more acute ecological con-
sciousness. Aside from inviting the reader to engage at length with thoughts and 
feelings that would be otherwise be uncomfortable or overwhelming (cf. Caracciolo 
2020, 198; Kortekallio 2020, 22–23), however, it also invites the reader to organize 
such thoughts and feelings along a systematic pattern – and therefore may help them 
turn an even paralyzing sense of undirected anxiety into a constructive, useful way 
of comprehending reality.  

This pattern-creation is my subject in the following analysis, which explores more 
closely the role global-scale perspective-taking plays in reading The Broken Earth, and 
especially in interpreting the interaction between global and human-scale realities in 
the trilogy. In the reading I present here, the world inside this fiction gets configured 
into a model of a reality structured along a dual pattern, where these two scales are 
constantly paralleled, contrasted or enmeshed with each other. Grasping the world 
together according to such a pattern is primarily encouraged by the strange narrator 
of the trilogy, who shifts with apparent ease between human and planetary scales of 
the world in their telling of the story, and puts both continuities and discontinuities 
between human and nonhuman versions of the world on prominent display in the 
process. Mainly focusing their story on the protagonist Essun’s life but frequently 
zooming out to take in a view of the whole continent, or to make remarks like, “is-
lands tend to form near faults or atop hot spots, which means they are ephemeral 
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things in the planetary scale” (Season, 150), the narrator explicitly calls attention to 
the vast difference between global reality as a whole and human experience of it. At 
the same time, however, they also discuss both the planet and human lives in a way 
that suggests a strange sort of kinship between the two. The mimetic process, on the 
whole, forms into a speculative inquiry about the human/nature dichotomy, where 
the ethical weight of the previously discussed reading gets reorganized along this 
dual pattern.  

In its two-scale world-modeling, Jemisin’s trilogy employs the same pattern of a 
human-scale story echoing a grander, planetary-scale story I pointed out above in 
The Buried Giant, but much more explicitly. Essun’s life parallels the planet’s story in 
several significant and quite noticeable ways. There is, for one thing, a history of 
enslavement, with the planet’s grievance against humankind meeting a smaller scale-
model of sorts in Essun’s brutalizing past as an imperial orogene, a magic-user im-
prisoned and exploited for her abilities by the Sanzed empire. For another, there is 
the loss of the moon, Father Earth’s “only child,” reflected in Essun’s two dead sons 
and missing daughter, all of them lost to her because other people either feared the 
power they inherited from her or wanted to exploit it. Essun’s life is also, like the 
history of the world on the whole, interspersed with infrequent but repeated disas-
ters: her orogeny, that is, magical ability to manipulate the geothermal energies of 
the planet, tends to spin out of control in moments of panic, intense grief or rage, 
often leveling whole towns and cities. Her life has thus, as becomes clear in the 
course of The Fifth Season, had several “endings” as well, twice marked by a change 
of her name. These smaller cataclysms – some of them accidental, some not – struc-
ture the story of her life similarly to the way global-scale apocalyptic “Fifth Seasons,” 
outbursts of the living planet’s wrath, structure the forty-odd millennia of history 
spanned by the trilogy’s whole timeline. 

This paralleling of the human protagonist’s embattled life with the ages-old strug-
gle of the planet against humankind is set up at the very beginning of The Fifth Season. 
“Let’s start with the end of the world, why don’t we? Get it over with and move on 
to more interesting things” (Season, 1), suggests the narrator flippantly, then going on 
to describe “a personal ending” with a brief account of an as-yet unnamed woman 
sitting numbly beside the mutilated corpse of her little son, stating that “she will pay 
no attention to the world that is ending outside. The world has already ended within 
her, and neither ending is for the first time” (ibid.) – juxtaposing her human-scale 
tragedy, a metaphoric end of her world, with the literal apocalypse that is getting 
underway at the same moment. From this scene, the narrator then abruptly jumps 
to address that global-scale end of the world, declaring that “you need context. Let’s 
try the ending again, writ continentally” (ibid.) and then taking a decidedly big-picture 
view to the story they are beginning:  
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Here is a land. 
It is ordinary, as lands go. Mountains and plateaus and canyons and river deltas, 

the usual. Ordinary, except for its size and its dynamism. It moves a lot, this land. 
Like an old man lying restlessly abed it heaves and sighs, puckers and farts, yawns and 
swallows. Naturally, this land’s people have named it the Stillness. It is a land of quiet 
and bitter irony. (ibid., 1–2) 

Although it is rather typical for fantasy stories to call readerly attention to their im-
aginary worlds from very early on – like The Buried Giant does with its introduction 
of the ogres – few do it quite as forcefully as The Fifth Season. In terms of setting the 
world inside this fiction up as an enigma for the reader to puzzle out, this particular 
passage does some heavy lifting. First of all, it emphatically describes the “land” as a 
geological entity, defining its ordinariness by the “usual” features a landmass might 
be expected to have; and while mountains and canyons are certainly ordinary features 
of any continent, pointing them out this way is decidedly unusual, especially when 
those geological features are immediately conflated with qualities of a living body 
attributed to the same land. Secondly, the claim that the land is ordinary immediately 
begs the question, compared to what? The actual mountains and river deltas in the 
world outside, or perhaps other fantasy lands? Either way, this statement rather ex-
plicitly foregrounds the world’s ontological status as a created artwork, an object that 
can be both examined at a distance and compared to other similarly created worlds. 
The god’s-eye perspective to the Stillness the narrator adopts here affords a tangible 
glimpse to the kind of bigger-picture outlook that usually emerges only gradually 
from the reader’s effort at configuring a world inside fiction into a whole. In so 
doing, the novel makes explicit the invitation for the reader to focus on the world’s 
ontology in their interpretation – an invitation that is only implicitly afforded by most 
fantasy stories – and as such turns the idea of the world as the “protagonist” of a 
fantasy story from a poetic expression to something much more literal. This literali-
zation of a basic device of fantasy fiction is further emphasized, and made even 
stranger, by the personification of this land into that restlessly sleeping old man, and 
at length the malevolent Father Earth.  

In their account of the “ending, writ continentally,” the narrator next zooms in 
on the city of Yumenes, and focuses there on “a man who will matter a great deal” 
(Season, 4) but who does not merit a name or description at this point; for now, he 
only “matters” for the purposes of the story because he is the one who, using the 
for-now mysterious geothermal magic, breaks the continent of Stillness in half, kick-
ing off the last and worst of the Fifth Seasons – that true end of the world, as the 
narrator has it. The narrator then proceeds to zoom out again, and provides a conti-
nental view of what happens to the land, continuing that slightly unsettling attribu-
tion of bodily qualities to its matter: 
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The line is deep and raw, cut to the quick of the planet. Magma wells in its wake, fresh 
and glowing red. The earth is good at healing itself. The wound will scab over quickly in 
geologic terms, and then the cleansing ocean will follow its line to bisect the Stillness 
into two lands. Until this happens, however, the wound will fester with not only heat but 
gas and gritty, dark ash – enough to choke off the sky across most of the Stillness’s 
face within a few weeks. (Season, 7; my emphases) 

The vision of a wounded planet presented here, although liable to pass for mere 
poetic embellishment of the apocalyptic event at this point, nonetheless enhances 
the earlier personification of the land, and further emphasizes the sense of estrange-
ment stemming from the idea of this land as a living body. The planet’s mantle is 
equated with flesh under skin, the “fresh and glowing red” magma with blood, the 
volcanic eruption with inflammation. This personifying language goes on to lend 
some viscerally evocative quality to later remarks about Father Earth stirring (ibid., 
91) or raging (ibid., 128) or trying to “destroy the life infesting its once-pristine sur-
face” (ibid., 146). Eventually, of course, the personification, originally taken for a 
lyric figure, gets literalized (cf. Chu 2010, 11) by the revelation that the planet actually 
is a living body, stirring and raging and hurting – retroactively adding new signifi-
cance to this language.  

What is notable much earlier on, however, is how this personification of the 
planet as a geologic entity is mirrored in the language of the human-scale story, where 
human beings, their personalities and lives are, in turn, frequently discussed in geo-
logic terms. For example, Essun’s husband and Nassun’s father Jija is at one point 
described as “fragile, despite his outward strength and stolidity. The cracks in him 
are new but dangerous, like the edges of tectonic plates: always raw, never stable, 
needing only the merest brush to leash aeons’ worth of pent-up energy and destroy 
everything nearby” (Gate, 113). In this description, Nassun’s abusive father is strik-
ingly likened to Father Earth, the terror and violent rage his children’s orogenic abil-
ities inspire in him paralleled with the fury of the planet – unpredictable and destruc-
tive volcanic activity, hidden beneath a seemingly solid but actually brittle surface. 
As a result, the reader is momentarily persuaded to view Jija as a geologic entity, a 
human-scale model of the planetary body of the world, the distinction between one 
father and the other somewhat blurred. Another, more elaborate application of such 
geologic vocabulary to the human scale of the world is the narration of Essun’s past; 
for instance, the narrator once glosses over a lull in her story by these remarks, which 
cast the peaceful period in her life as a brief moment of stillness in an otherwise 
relentless movement of the planet’s substrate:   

There passes a time of happiness in your life, which I will not describe to you. It is 
unimportant. Perhaps you think it wrong that I dwell so much on the horrors, the 
pain, but the pain is what shapes us, after all. We are creatures born of heat and pres-
sure and grinding, ceaseless movement. To be still is to be… not alive. 
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But what is important is that you know it was not all terrible. There was peace in 
long stretches, between each crisis. A chance to cool and solidify before the grind 
resumed. (Season, 361) 

In this passage, the narrator discusses the formation of the protagonist’s identity in 
terms of hot magma cooling and solidifying into igneous rock – fittingly for a char-
acter who is at this point called Syenite, after a type of such rock – before, as they 
anticipate, being shattered, melted and metamorphosed again once “the grind re-
sumed.” This estranging language likens her life and personality, defined by the hor-
rors and pain she has experienced, to the restless substance of the planet, and thus 
blurs the distinction between the planetary and human aspects of the world again. 
Mirroring the anthropomorphization of the planet, this depiction of Syenite/Essun 
as a creature of constantly reshaped stone draws attention to a sense of some funda-
mental continuation between human and global scales of this world, emphasizing 
the idea of the former as part of the latter in a highly material way. Like the person-
ification of Father Earth, the “mineralization” of Essun also takes a turn towards the 
literal from the end of The Obelisk Gate onwards, when her body starts to turn into 
actual stone – or something that appears exactly like stone, anyway. As a result of 
using the full power of her orogenic magic, she is now literally becoming part of the 
planet’s substance. 

This transformation is what, towards the end of the trilogy, kills Essun as a hu-
man being; her eventual fate is to be awoken to a second life as a stone eater, an 
immortal humanoid whose body is made of living stone. These statuesque creatures 
who, as the name suggest, ingest minerals for sustenance, are some of the strangest 
features of this imaginary world, something half-human and half-earth. Enigmatic 
and rather creepy, they thus embody the blurring of distinction between flesh and 
stone, biological and geological, living and nonliving, human and nonhuman – and 
present the reader with an early clue that such oppositions might not, in this world, 
be quite as diametric as they would think. The strange narrator, with his abruptly 
shifting perspectives between Essun’s human-scale story and the global view of the 
planet, turns out to be a stone eater as well – near the end of The Fifth Season, he 
reveals himself to be Hoa, the boyish one who befriended Essun during her journey 
south in search of Nassun. This revelation helps the reader make sense of the narra-
tor’s changeable position in terms of the world as an entity, casting him as a negoti-
ator of sorts between the human and planetary scales of the world. Despite insisting, 
throughout the whole story, that he is “still human, after all” (Sky, 383) Hoa never-
theless always drifts towards a perspective to the world that is decidedly nonhuman, 
or perhaps more aptly “more-than-human” (e. g. Raipola 2019b, 263; Kortekallio 
2020, 22), perceiving human actions in the world as inextricably meshed with the 
nonhuman material environment – part of the very stuff of which the world, as a 
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whole, is made. In his stone eater’s body, this material continuity between human-
scale and global-scale worlds is made tangible. 

This continuity is further emphasized later on in the trilogy when both Essun and 
Nassun, in their own studies of orogeny, discover that aside from giving off thermal 
heat, all living things also have strange “energy, shiny and streaming” (Gate, 101) 
flowing through their tissues – silvery stuff that, as Essun’s mentor Alabaster tells 
her, the people who wounded the planet long ago and caused the Seasons used to 
call “magic” (ibid., 106). Nassun later finds out, when she embarks on a journey 
through the mantle of the planet in The Stone Sky, that the same silvery substance is 
flowing through the planet’s immense being – a discovery that tells her “with the 
certainty of an instinct” (Sky, 242) that the planet is a living body as well, no different 
from any other except in its scale. This magical energy of the living planet is also 
what that ancient civilization sought to harness long ago, with catastrophic conse-
quences; and what is especially damning in that hubristic project, for Hoa the narra-
tor who was once part of it, is that the vast amount of magic brimming under the 
planet’s surface should have tipped them off about this truth as well. “Ignorance is 
an inaccurate term for what this was,” he declares. “True, no one thought the Earth 
as alive in those days – but we should have guessed. Magic is the by-product of life. 
That there was magic in the Earth to take… We should all have guessed” (ibid., 322). 
By equating this attempt to put a harness on the planet with the way orogenes like 
Essun are enslaved by the Sanzed empire in the human-scale world, the model of a 
reality dissolves the distinction between the planetary and human bodies entirely – 
both are depicted as exploited resources, denied agency and mined for their magic. 

All the while evoking a sense of continuity in substance between the human and 
more-than-human worlds, however, the narrator also keeps pointing out the irrec-
oncilable difference in scale. He states more than once, for example, that from the 
planet’s perspective humans are “insignificant vermin, apart from our unfortunate 
tendency to sometimes make ourselves dangerously significant” (Sky, 339), and that 
“the Earth does not fully understand us” (ibid., 341), cannot grasp the human-scale 
perspective any more than “short-lived and fragile and detached” (ibid.) humans can 
understand the planet. The narrator himself, for all his protestations of being still 
human, also demonstrates an inability to fully relate with the human-scale world; as 
an ancient, immortal creature who has become literally part of the planet, the short-
lived and fragile perspective is lost to him, too. This becomes especially striking near 
the very end of the trilogy, after Essun’s death, by the flippant way Hoa dismisses 
her daughter and closest friends from the story: 

It will still take a journey of months or more for Nassun and her companions to reach 
Rennanis from the Antarctics. The Season will likely get worse while they travel, be-
cause we have a Moon again. Still… they are part of you. I hope they survive. (Sky, 
396) 
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This is the last thing ever said about these so-far important characters. Once Essun’s 
life as a human woman has ended, Nassun has completed her mother’s quest by 
putting the Moon back into orbit and the new peace with the Earth has been bro-
kered, the fates of the erstwhile second protagonist of the story and Essun’s posse 
of companions are left open; Hoa hopes they survive but does not seem to be par-
ticularly troubled if they do not, because they are no longer relevant to either Essun 
or the planet’s story. The reader, too, is thus asked rather abruptly to drop their 
interest in these characters, to suddenly perceive them as insignificant – a jarring 
experience liable to drive home the strangeness of the global perspective, its incom-
patibility with human organization of reality. Furthermore, this passage becomes ra-
ther chilling if the reader defies this proposal and stops to wonder how Nassun and 
her companions actually might fare on their long journey home – and is forced to 
conclude that their survival is, all thing considered, extremely unlikely. They are fac-
ing an arduous trek through a land in the grip of a volcanic winter that is not going 
to end anytime soon, filled with hostile tribes of desperate survivors, with little or no 
food or other resources and scarce help to be expected along the way, and on top of 
all that Nassun has lost her magical abilities in the process of finishing her mother’s 
task. In fact, whether any of human species will survive the rest of the still-ongoing 
last Fifth Season is left an open question by Hoa, and even implied to be unimportant 
in the great scheme of things.  

Human life, on both individual and species-level, is thus modeled as part of the 
world that is insignificant in the cosmic order, humbled by the vastness of the bigger 
picture (cf. Caracciolo 2020, 203) – and yet this insignificance is moderated with the 
notion that despite their fatally limited perspective, this species of vermin has poten-
tial to both hurt the world and to make it better. In my reading here, the ultimate 
dilemma that The Broken Earth sets with its model of a world is, how to care for a 
world one is inescapably part of but cannot truly begin to understand? How to be a 
meaningful part of an unconceivable whole? That is, after all, what the true essence 
of the Earth as a being is: conspicuously inaccessible to human comprehension, its 
grudge against humanity only approximated in the old, human-made myth of Father 
Earth and his lost child. While the personification of the planet gets literalized by the 
revelation of its awareness and agency, the planet is not reducible to an anthropo-
morphic deity any more than Syenite/Essun is reducible to a piece of igneous rock; 
the bodily qualities the narrator applies to the Earth remain incongruous with its 
geologic body, with its “usual” features like mountains and canyons, let alone its 
molten iron core, molten rock mantle and crust of solidified stone. The perceptual 
challenge this call to imagine the Earth simultaneously as a creature of flesh and an 
emphatically ordinary planet presents to the reader is liable to estrange the artifice of 
the anthropomorphizing language itself, making it stand out as a means for 
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organizing the world in distinctly human terms (cf. Raipola 2019b, 266–267; 
Kortekallio 2020, 249–250).  

The narration of the trilogy thus displays the limits of that kind of language, but 
also an inability to transcend those limits; the emerging model of a world feels ac-
cordingly limited in scope, the global-scale perspective-taking it affords conspicuous in 
its artifice. As such, it estranges the act of such perspective-taking itself, giving the 
reader and opportunity to “catch themselves in the act” of attempting to configure 
the global entity of the world (see Noë 2015, 102), and appreciate the inevitable 
extrapolation of the human-scale world involved in such an attempt. As an exercise 
in global thinking, The Broken Earth thus makes some basic parameters and limita-
tions of that exercise available for scrutiny and subject to doubt, all the while asking 
the reader to imagine an irreducibly nonhuman world anyway. In a manner Vermeulen and 
van den Akker would call metamodernist, it encourages them to commit to the “im-
possible possibility” of imagining the full queerness of the living, conscious planet 
imperfectly mediated in the anthropomorphizing language. The failure of that at-
tempt, in itself, can become part of the thematic significance of the world’s dual-
scale ontology, prompting some epistemic humility before the unknowability of the 
cosmos that remains beyond the reach of perception and even imagination (see Kee-
ley 2015, 169). Anthropomorphism therefore becomes, as part of this exercise in 
speculative thinking, conspicuous as both enabling and limiting factor in human at-
tempts to imagine the “queerness of the universe.”  

On the human level of the story, this commitment to relate with an alien being is 
exemplified in the strange communion Essun comes to hold with the living planet; 
upon learning the true nature of the Earth, she reacts to its plight with a sort of 
instinctive empathy, automatically projecting something of herself to a being she 
recognizes as a fellow escaped slave and grieving parent. For both Essun and the 
reader, therefore, the planet’s wrath and sorrow come filtered through a human-scale 
sense of kinship, the true equivalence between the two conspicuous as matter of con-
jecture. Yet despite Essun’s inability to truly grasp the planet’s perspective or under-
stand its alien mind in its own, unnarratable terms, she can still relate with it in a 
meaningful way that fosters some respect. In contrast to the ancient slavers who only 
saw in the Earth “another thing to exploit” (Sky, 248), she perceives it as a living 
being, which she may fear or despise as her enemy but which she does not – would 
not – consider hers to use. While the anthropomorphic vision she has in mind when 
imagining Father Earth is bound to be inaccurate, it thus nevertheless contributes to 
her commitment to return the Moon, end the Seasons and fix the broken world. Her 
ability to cross the gap between human and planetary-scale worlds lies at the roots 
of her desire “for the world to be better” (ibid., 398) that makes her so intriguing to 
Hoa the stone eater, who seems to find in Essun’s human connection with the planet 



235 

a chance to rediscover his own long-lost humanity as well – to cross the gap from 
the other side.  

In the world-modeling of Jemisin’s trilogy as I interpret it, then, anthropomor-
phization of the planet does not automatically equal anthropocentrism (cf. Caracci-
olo 2020, 29–30), or reduction of the universe to human-scale meaning and values 
(cf. Hume 1984, 121). On the contrary, in this speculative theory of the world, an-
thropomorphism comes across as a means for thinking and feeling beyond the limits of human 
scale reality: to care for something that eludes the grasp of human perception, even if 
that caring is only provisional and contingent on rough approximation. This theo-
retical model for organizing a reality thus affords speculative lines of inquiry about 
the merits of anthropomorphism in helping us to organize and navigate a largely 
unknowable reality in a respectful and caring manner – to empathize even in the 
absence of comprehension (cf. Keen 2007, 68–69), and thus transcend the hu-
man/nonhuman dichotomy in a pragmatic sense if not in principle. The environ-
mental anxieties that foil and feed into this configuration of the imaginary world get 
organized into a coherent, meaningful pattern, affording an opportunity for the 
reader to try on a new position and attitude towards the non-human environment. 
On a broader level, the same epistemic humility before an elusive cosmic knowledge 
can give the reader a chance to come to terms with the limits of their own imagination in 
general, and even revel in the knowledge that there is more to the world than what 
can be grasped. As such, it can develop the reader’s skills of viewing the universe 
with humility, but also foster serenity before the artifice of any version of reality – 
and as such, help the reader face an unknowable and irrepresentable reality with cu-
riosity about different possible interpretations, rather than paralyzing anxiety about 
the limits of any particular one.  

In The Broken Earth, in conclusion, the reader is quite forcefully invited to consider 
the imaginary world from a global perspective, and guided in this perspective-taking 
effort by the language that emphasizes the paradoxical quality of human and global-
scale worlds as both fundamentally continuous and fundamentally irreconcilable. 
While the world of The Buried Giant is conspicuous in its incompleteness, modeling 
the inadequacy of stories to capture a distant past, the world of The Broken Earth is 
overtly distorted by its mediation in phony yet productive anthropomorphic meta-
phors. Both of these worlds, as artworks, thus end up estranging the interpretive 
quality of any response to reality, and point towards limits of global-scale perspec-
tive-taking. For the final analysis on this subject, I next turn to The Shattered Sea tril-
ogy, and examine the dual nature of its world as both a fairly conventional fantasy 
realm and a post-apocalyptic version of Europe – and demonstrate how this duality 
compels the reader to view the world from a deeply unnatural angle, from which the 
it appears as simultaneously magical and mundane.    
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4.3. Everyday Abominations: the Mundane Magic of The 
Shattered Sea 

As has already been established, the imaginary world of The Shattered Sea trilogy is 
quite ordinary, as fantasy worlds go – with its pseudo-medieval petty kingdoms, he-
roes questing to far-off lands, forbidden dark places, the usual – except for the minor 
detail that it completely lacks anything that could be taken for magic in the literal 
sense of the word. At the same time, however, it is also a world of wonders, filled 
with hundreds of gods, cursed ruins and magical artefacts. Extrapolating from sci-
ence fiction author Arthur C. Clarke’s famous maxim, “any sufficiently advanced 
technology is indistinguishable from magic,” Abercrombie’s trilogy presents its 
world completely mediated in language that encapsulates the worldview of the char-
acters and their Viking-esque culture, thus inviting the reader to view the world like 
those characters see it. In this language, there are obviously no words for things like 
concrete, electricity or radiation sickness, and such things would not mean anything 
to the characters even if there were. Therefore, in place of those things, the elf-ruins 
dotting the world are described to have impossibly flawless “giant walls, sheer and 
perfectly smooth at their bases” (King, 105), be littered with skeins of mysterious 
wires and tubes that “were burning too bright to look at, as though pieces of Mother 
Sun had been caught in bottles” (War, 344) and, in the case of Strokom, cursed so 
that “[a]nyone who goes there sickens and dies” (ibid., 226). In such estranging de-
scriptions, these recognizable features of the modern world are made seem strange, 
awe-inspiring and otherworldly; the language that mediates the world infuses them 
with magic. 

This sense of supernatural is not limited to elf-ruins, either, but permeates all 
kinds of features of this imaginary world large and small, from the eponymous Shat-
tered sea through wind and fire to war, navigation and blacksmith’s craft, all of which 
are consistently animated and personified in the narration. The sea, for example, is 
consistently referred to as Mother Sea, a merciless goddess “ever hungry for warm 
bodies to drag into her cold embrace” (War, 92); warfare is similarly personified as a 
goddess, “Mother War, Mother of Crows, who gathers the dead and makes the open 
hand a fist” (King, 54), opposed by an ever-weeping Father Peace whose influence 
upon this world seems to be always thwarted by his violent counterpart. In these 
gods, the personification and the thing that is personified become one, the very lan-
guage used to discuss the world constantly evoking an impression that in this world, 
gods are very real and powerful, and always tangibly present. The existence of gods, 
for the people of the Shattered sea, is not a matter of belief but one of knowledge, a 
simple fact of how the world is; it would never even occur to them to question it, 
because it is encoded in the very language they have for speaking of their world. As 
the narration of the trilogy emulates this language, it is quite easy for the reader to 
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go along with this perception of the world, the sense of supernatural infiltrating their 
world-configuring operations and solidifying into an integral part of the imaginary 
world’s ontology – to the point where the realization of the lack of magic, when it 
comes, is liable to feel way more strange than the ostensibly supernatural features of 
the world ever did. 

The Shattered Sea, as noted before, is thus a perfect counterexample to contest any 
classic definition of fantasy by supernatural elements or departures from “consensus 
reality” or “natural laws” (e. g. Manlove 1975, 10–11; Attebery 1980; Hume 1984, 
21). Despite its lack of literal supernatural elements, the trilogy’s estranging language 
causes the world inside this fiction to come across as a fantasy realm anyway – an 
effect greatly bolstered by the way that world features some of the most well-worn 
pseudo-medieval imagery to be found in the genre’s pool of resources. A lost magical 
civilization that has left the world littered with their strange junk is, in fact, itself 
quite a common trope in fantasy fiction, used in The Broken Earth and The Lord of the 
Rings, as well as other well-known works of the genre like A Song of Ice and Fire, Robert 
Jordan’s Wheel of Time and Robin Hobb’s Realm of the Elderlings (1995–).120 Therefore, 
the mere existence of this mysterious stuff is not as such very likely to come across 
as a sign that there is anything unusual in this world among other fantasy worlds; 
they are not what sets the world up as a particularly interesting ontological puzzle. 
On the contrary, the very conventionality of the trilogy’s apparent world-building is 
somewhat liable to lead the reader, at least if they are unfamiliar with Abercrombie’s 
other work, to assume The Shattered Sea is only another clichéd, Tolkien-derivative 
example of “bulk fantasy” (see Jameson 2002, 278) that is, as Roine puts it, only 
“making use of the agreed-upon or consensual ways of conceptualising a speculative 
fantasy world, which has become almost as familiar as our mundane world” (2016, 
66; also Mendlesohn 2008, 7).   

Unlike The Buried Giant and The Broken Earth, then, Abercrombie’s trilogy does 
not emphasize the strangeness of the imaginary world from the beginning; instead, 
the world masquerades as this kind of standard-issue fantasyland for a fair amount 
of time. In its obvious artifice, the world does call some attention to itself, fore-
grounding the configurative stage of mimesis, but it does not set itself up very evi-
dently as an experimental model of a reality the reader should attempt to figure out 
as a global-scale system. Until the second novel of the trilogy, in fact, it is quite easy 
to miss the clues pointing towards the conclusion that the world is actually a post-
apocalyptic Europe; they are still relatively subtle and thin on the ground in Half a 

 
120 Aside from literary examples, this trope is also common in fantasy video games – 
among them Final Fantasy series (1987–), The Elder Scrol ls  (1994–), World of  Warcraft 
(2004) and Guild Wars (2005–) – where the player can usually loot formidable weapons  
and other valuables from ruins left behind by more advanced civilizations.    
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King.121 There is one character wearing five “elf-bangles” on her forearm, “relics of 
great age and value, gold and steel and bright glass flashing, talismans worked with 
symbols whose meanings were drowned in the depths of time” (King, 66-67); the 
“elf-built” buildings the protagonist Yarvi marvels at in the city of Skekenhouse, with 
“pillars of jointless stone, perfectly square, perfectly true, with giant expanses of 
black elf-glass still twinkling at some of the great windows” (ibid., 105); and a tribal 
leader wearing a strange amulet, “an elf-tablet, the green card studded with black 
jewels, scrawled with incomprehensible markings, riddled with intricate golden lines” 
(ibid., 125). If the reader stops to picture these objects in their mind, they are easily 
recognizable as wristwatches, a large concrete building and a common circuit board 
– but the familiarity of these descriptions is, I figure, fairly easy to overlook, espe-
cially if the reader takes the world for just that generalized fantasy setting and ac-
cordingly pays little attention to such details. The apparent conventionality of the 
world, in short, is a sort of ontological feint meant to lead the reader astray in their 
attempt to configure the world into a whole. 

The realization that this is actually a post-apocalyptic scenario disguised as an 
ontologically independent fantasy world is, I think, likely to dawn gradually in the 
course of the first two novels rather than come as a sudden twist. The clues picked 
up along the story start to come together piece by piece, first as suspicions, then a 
theory, and at last coalesce into a full-blown reconfiguration of the imaginary world’s 
ontology. The hints about the true nature of the world get much more obvious in 
the second novel, Half a World, where Yarvi leads a diplomatic expedition to the First 
of Cities far in the South, along rivers called Divine and Denied, which the ever-
knowledgeable witch Skifr states to be “as close as our clumsy human tongues can 
come” to their “true names” known by the elves (ibid. 129). As the clues get accu-
mulating, it takes no great amount of detective work to conclude that those names 
were Dvina and Dnieper, that the ruined elf-city of Smolod the characters pass 
through is Smolensk, and that the ancient settlement named Kalyiv where they stop 
for a while is Kiev. Somewhere in between these places, where the river Denied 
wends through a large steppe, Yarvi and his companions are forced to battle a hostile 
horde of Mongol-like horsemen and, outnumbered, beg Skifr to use her knowledge 
of elf-magic to aid them. In the ensuing scene where she reluctantly complies, the 
true, mundane nature of that “magic” becomes abundantly clear, even as it is filtered 
through the character Thorn’s horror-stricken gaze:  

 
121 For what such anecdotal evidence is worth, when I once had a group of  six uni-
versity students, many of them avid fantasy readers, analyze Half a King for a c lass of 
mine, most of them found the imaginary world of the novel a fairly typical,  even 
clichéd fantasy world, and none of them even noticed the lack of magic before I  
pointed it  out to them.  
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She strode past, singing words Thorn did not understand, had never heard the like 
of. But she guessed the language and it was no tongue of men. 

These were elf-words, and this was elf-magic. The magic that had shattered God 
and broken the world, and as if at a chill wind every hair on Thorn’s body bristled. 

Skifr chanted on, higher and faster and wilder, and from the straps around her 
body she drew two studded and slotted pieces of dark metal, sliding one into the other 
with a snap like a closing lock. 

[…] 
There was a clap like thunder close at hand, a flash of light and the nearest of the 

Uzhaks was flung tumbling down the hillside as though flicked by a giant finger. An-
other crack and a disbelieving murmur went up from the crew, another man sent 
spinning like a child’s toy, his shoulder on fire. 

Skifr’s wailing went higher and higher, splinters of shining metal tumbling from 
the elf-relic in her hand and falling to smoke in the grass at her feet. Men whimpered, 
and gaped, and clutched at talismans, more fearful of the sorcery than they were of 
the Uzhaks. Six strokes of thunder rolled across the plain and six men were left ruined 
and burning and the rest of the Horse People ran squealing in terror. (World, 207–
208) 

This scene compels the reader to entertain a curious double-outlook to the power 
Skifr unleashes. On one hand, it is obvious enough that her elf-weapon is in fact 
some sort of perfectly ordinary gun, firing devastating but non-magical incendiary 
rounds. This perception of mundanity, however, is something the reader must try to 
reconcile with the witch’s creepy, unearthly chanting that lends the shooting a ritu-
alistic air, as well as the characters’ sheer terror before the incomprehensible, forbid-
den powers they witness. From this “insider” perspective to the imaginary world, the 
ability of the weapon to kill people with ease from a great distance is clearly an ob-
scene thing, a horrific power that was never meant to fall in the hands of mere mor-
tals. As Skifr herself understands it, she is usurping ancient powers that rightfully 
only belong to gods: “I have spoken the name of God,” she explains, “Written in 
fire and caught elf-runes before the Breaking of the World. I have torn Death from 
her place beside the Last Door and sent her to do my bidding” (ibid., 208). In her 
eyes, and those of the other characters, this “sorcery” is a complete reversal of the 
natural order of the world and risks horrible consequences – even a second breaking 
of the world. For the reader, however, their own likely failure to quite feel the same 
visceral horror before what they see as an ordinary firearm serves as a sharp reminder 
that they are an “outsider” in their position to this world, their perception of reality 
more closely aligned with the mysterious, absent elves than the present characters. 

In the act of decoding a hidden post-apocalyptic world behind the pseudo-medi-
eval fantasy one, the reader is thus not just invited but rather forcibly coerced to view 
the world from a bigger-picture god-perspective of sorts, seeing it in a manner that 
could never be possible to any of the characters or, for that matter, an immersed 
reader experiencing the world in its own terms (cf. Mendlesohn 2008, 121). Not only 
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do they begin to see broken wristwatches, guns and fluorescent tubes where the 
characters see priceless treasures and wonders beyond human ken; from this per-
spective, they also get to watch hundreds of years of the world’s history unfold and 
are able to see, or at least make an informed guess about, what lies behind that legend 
about elves who destroyed the world in their arrogance. They are thus prompted to 
reconfigure the world according to a new design that depends on their “prefigured” 
knowledge fully extraneous to the imaginary world – familiarity with concepts like 
electricity and nuclear holocaust – making the mimetic process on the whole stand 
out as speculative theory-building and negotiation between the worlds inside and outside 
the fiction. The reader’s interpretive position towards the imaginary world, as an 
outsider looking in, becomes conspicuous, its contrast with the characters’ “native” 
one made palpable. It is a position that, in all its unnaturalness, foregrounds the 
ontological riddle posed by this world, asking the reader, what do you make of this? 
What is this model of a world designed to communicate, with its two layers of world-
building? The role of the reader is emphatically not to be an immersed adventurer 
anymore – it is to be an active interpreter, a puzzle-solver (cf. Mittell 2015, 314), even a 
co-creator of the invented world. 

What I find crucial to the rhetoric of this speculative world-modeling in Aber-
crombie’s trilogy is that the readerly realization of the imaginary world’s post-apoc-
alyptic quality does not simply overwrite the fantasy version of the world. The Shat-
tered Sea does not switch genres, turning into science fiction – although it does con-
stitute a case for reconsidering some arbitrary distinctions between the two major 
traditions of speculative storytelling. Instead, what happens is that the post-apoca-
lyptic version of the world gets layered with the fantasy version. The very language by 
which the imaginary world is made available for the reader to configure is, after all, 
steeped in the magical worldview of the characters, from the estranging descriptions 
of elf-remains to the constant evocations of personified Mother Sun, Mother Sea 
and Mother War – as well as hundreds of other deities. When Yarvi’s ship sinks in 
Half a King, what is depicted to happen is that “hissing with the rage of a devil re-
leased from hell Mother Sea burst into the stores” (King, 159); when another ship 
gets caught in a storm in Half the World, the narration goes that “She Who Sings the 
Wind sang one hell of a wind” (World, 65); when a battle begins if Half a War, it states 
that “Mother War spread her wings over the coast of Throvenland and smiled upon 
the slaughter” (War, 189). Consistently mediated in this sort of language, with the 
work of the gods visible in everything that happens, the world of The Shattered Sea 
cannot be viewed as entirely mundane. That language makes these deities, elves and 
magic feel tangibly real, if not literally then in all the ways that matter; it turns Skifr 
into a witch and her gun into a magic wand, and discourages the reader from dis-
missing the characters’ cowering terror before the weapon as mere superstition. 
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The language that infuses the world with magic is not, then, a mere estranging 
perceptual trick to be seen through when the “true” nature of the world is revealed; 
it is what constructs and maintains the magical side of this model of a reality, or the 
fantasy version of the world. That version does not ultimately come across as any 
less “real” part of the model than the more mundane post-apocalyptic version, but 
as a perfectly valid alternative pattern by which the same world can be organized. From 
their bigger-picture vantage, from which they can grasp both versions, the reader 
does not need to choose the more mundane one, but can entertain both simultane-
ously – indeed, as I see it, the trilogy’s world-modeling encourages them to do so. 
From this dual vantage, they are persuaded to view objects like guns and fluorescent 
lamps concurrently as completely banal and utterly wondrous, both everyday tech-
nologies and devices for usurping the power of gods themselves, harnesses for Death 
and traps for Mother Sun. This dual perspective can renew the reader’s perception 
of such technologies, stripping them from their dull familiarity (cf. Shklovsky 1065a, 
12; Rayment 2014, 51) and making them appreciable for the extraordinary marvels 
they are. The duality of the world contributes additional layers of significance to this 
initial sense of estrangement: the magical side of it casts the “elf-magic” in a sinister 
light as a harbinger of the end of the world, while the post-apocalyptic version lends 
those technological marvels a certain sense of futility, pointing towards the transi-
ence of the proud civilization that took them for granted. These features of the world 
thus become pregnant with potential meanings to be elaborated into different spec-
ulative lines of inquiry – among them the master narrative of hubris as part of the 
human condition I discussed in my analysis of the trilogy in Chapter 3. 

Crucially, all these connotations come across as equally valid alternative interpre-
tations of the same objects. From their imposed global-scale perspective, compelled 
to entertain two alternative versions of the imaginary world simultaneously, the 
reader is invited to consider the nature of reality modeled by this world as a matter of 
shifting, evolving perception and historically situated interpretation, rather than static observa-
tion and knowledge. Like that of The Broken Earth, the model of a world that emerges 
from reading The Shattered Sea also casts language as a means for grasping the world 
together and making it comprehensible; focalized through the characters, who can 
only organize the world in terms of the fantastic language used in the trilogy, the 
same world looks very different than it does from the reader’s outsider vantage, from 
which they can know the “true names” of the great rivers of Eastern Europe and 
have words for concrete and firearms and electricity. Inviting the reader to compare 
and contrast these different ways of putting the same world into words, the trilogy 
affords an opportunity for them to gain appreciation of the plurality of ways the 
same world can be organized into a meaningful system, within fiction or without, 
and to train their skills in flexible perspective-taking when navigating such worlds. 
Given an opportunity to grasp both versions of the same imaginary world, the reader 
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may even come to question the notion that the characters’ interpretations of “elf-
magic” are wrong or ignorant and that the interpretation of this world as devoid of 
magic is more correct – that just because one version of the world aligns more nicely 
with a secular and scientifically literate post-Enlightenment Western worldview, or 
is more “realistic” (cf. Pettersson 2016, 53; Oziewicz 2017), it must be superior to 
the other, more “primitive” one (see Attebery 2014, 10–11). 

What therefore gets most fundamentally estranged and brought under critical 
scrutiny here is not the reader’s habitual perception of any particular everyday object 
featured in the imaginary world but, similarly to The Buried Giant and The Broken Earth, 
the relations and ostensible hierarchies between perceptions and reality. Like those 
two other works, The Shattered Sea also contrasts the inescapably human-scale insider 
perception of the world with the global perspective it prompts the reader to adopt, 
and thus draws attention to the limits or humanly graspable versions of reality. These 
limits become particularly obvious in the characters’ extremely vague conception of 
the amount of time that has passed since the mythical Breaking of God. It is repeat-
edly stated as common knowledge that this earth-shattering cataclysm happened 
many millennia ago – that, for example, the city of Strokom that was once “[u]nim-
aginable in its scale and its light and its noise” has been “thousands of years silent” 
(War, 312). This, however, seems implausible if the civilization of the elves is taken 
to stand for only slightly futuristic humans; modern concrete would not last in pris-
tine condition for thousands of years, nor does it seem very likely that Strokom 
would still be so irradiated that nothing can live there if so much time had really 
passed. Because fantasy worlds are, as per the genre’s traditional principles, expected 
to be ontologically consistent (e. g. Wolf 2012, 45; Martin 2019, 206–208), this ap-
parent contradiction must be taken for missing information about the world (see 
Ryan 2019b, 75) rather than a sign of its “unnatural” temporal brokenness in a post-
modernist fashion (see Richardson 2016, 398; Alber 2016, 199). Barring assumptions 
of sloppiness on part of the author, it must therefore make the reader either question 
again what they think they know about the elves – rejoining the characters in won-
dering who they were and what happened to them – or consider a possibility that 
the disaster happened much more recently, perhaps only a few centuries ago.  

Either line of reasoning lends the world’s temporality a degree of uncertainty, and 
highlights the reader’s effort to grasp it together as an act of speculating rather than 
discovering. In my own reading of the world, I go with the latter hypothesis, and 
assume that the implausibility of the scenario comes down to faulty timekeeping 
rather than readerly misconception of who the elves truly were. The theory that the 
characters simply cannot know how long ago the Breaking of God happened is sup-
ported by the illiteracy of their society; in the kingdoms of the Shattered sea, writing 
is a skill jealously guarded by the scholarly order of the Ministry, rare enough to 
border on sorcery in the eyes of many characters. “To capture words in lines on a 
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scrap of nothing seemed like magic to her as surely as what Skifr had done our on 
the steppe,” reflects Thorn (World, 389), and even the literate Skifr perceives the 
amount of writing in elf-ruins as obscene, believing that “[t]he elves thought they 
could catch the world in writing […]. That enough knowledge could set them above 
God” (War, 344). Consequently, if there are any written records in this world that 
could ensure reliable chronology over a vast timespan, the Ministry keeps its secrets 
about them. For the general populace, the only means for accessing the past beyond 
living memory are songs and tales – and as I will discuss in the next chapter, one of 
the central themes of the trilogy is the way such things mutate in each retelling, get-
ting grander and more unreliable as they are gradually shrouded in myth. Beyond the 
grasp of oral tradition, the temporal dimension of this world is unfathomable, the 
difference between a couple of centuries and several millennia just as unimaginable 
from the characters’ perspective as the idea of the dead elf-cities bustling with life.  

For the reader viewing the world’s timeline from their global vantage, this limita-
tion stands out as obvious. At the same time, however, their own attempt to make 
sense of the apparent contradiction between the state of the elf-ruins and the world’s 
internal chronology also noticeably depends on guesswork and informed specula-
tion. The full picture of the world of The Shattered Sea is, therefore, conspicuous as a 
result of interpretive choices – which serves well to demonstrate that configuring a world, 
while being dependent on clues offered by a story, is not simply a matter of following 
instructions or fixed patterns, like assembling flat-pack furniture or completing a 
jigsaw puzzle.122 Instead, it engages the reader to find solutions through imaginative 
and creative theory-building, considering possibilities and running scenarios (see Wolf 
2012, 60): what would the world have to be like for this weird element of the story 
to make sense as part of a coherent system?  

As a result, the model of an alternative reality that emerges from the interpretive 
process is highly personal to the reader putting it together. Not only does it gain its 
significance as a vehicle for possible thought experiments against an outside-world 
foil deemed relevant by the reader – in this particular case, a conception of written 
history as timekeeping – but its very shape is contingent on the reader’s choices to 
some degree (see Harvey 2015, 76–77). In someone else’s version of the world of 
The Shattered Sea, the apocalypse occurred several millennia ago; in mine, I estimate a 
time-span of about three to five centuries. In someone else’s reading, perhaps, the 
world is completely mundane, and the characters are ignorant savages; in mine, the 
language that organizes their reality makes magic completely real for all practical 

 
122 Although likening world-focused reading to puzzle-solving, as I have done a few 
times in this chapter,  may first prompt associations of those jigsaw puzzles, or Ru-
bik’s cubes, crosswords, Sudokus or digital logic  games like Minesweeper ,  not all puz-
zles have only one correct solution. Puzzle is,  as per OED, “a game, toy or problem 
designed to test ingenuity or knowledge” – a test which can involve an element of 
creative problem-solving as well as deduction.  
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purposes. The master narrative of cyclical time by which I attempted to make sense 
of the trilogy’s strange timeline in Chapter 3 is another theory that may or may not 
be part of other people’s versions of the world – and since the thought experiment 
about history literally repeating itself is prompted largely by this pattern, this specu-
lative line of inquiry might not occur to someone who did not try to explain the 
world ending up back to the Viking age in this manner.123 

This all goes to demonstrate the high degree of interpretive ambiguity involved in the 
ontologically oriented reading strategy. When the configuration of an imaginary 
world is foregrounded as a significant part of interpretation, the reader is bound to 
pay attention to things they would otherwise miss or let slide: apparent incongruities 
in the fabric of the world, things the narration seems to gloss over, mysteries only 
hinted at and left hanging. The unavoidably imperfect way narrative fictions present 
their imaginary worlds thus affords quite a bit of creative leeway to the reader, calling for 
them to use their imagination and logical faculties to complete the picture – training 
the involved skills in the process and making the reader’s position as a co-creator of 
both the world and the meanings it communicates tangible. This sense of interpretive 
agency is, I figure, also attested to by the creative fan culture that flourishes around 
works of fantasy and other speculative genres. In sharing their fan theories on the 
internet, for example, readers put on display their own lines of reasoning in config-
uring imaginary worlds and compare notes with each other (see Mittell 2015, 277);124 
in publishing fan fiction they take some degree of co-creative ownership of the 
worlds they have gotten invested in putting together (see Hellekson & Busse 2014, 
19–21; Hassler-Forest 2016, 16).  

Fiction that encourages and rewards ontologically oriented reading can, therefore, 
make an enjoyable game out of ambiguity and uncertainty, providing the reader an oppor-
tunity to see the lack of definite answers and stable ontological grounding in terms 
of creative freedom rather than dearth of meaning. More instrumentally, this sense 
of ambiguity has potential to make the reader more mindful, in general, of their in-
terpretive position towards different worlds they encounter both in works of fiction 
and in real life. Such mindfulness involves an appreciation of the provisional and 
speculative quality of any particular interpretation of a world as a global-scale system, 
and sensitivity to the existence of other possible alternatives (cf. Nyqvist 2012, 251); 
on the other hand, grasping that entity together into a coherent model of a reality 
requires the reader to commit to such an interpretation anyway, for the sake of per-
ceiving the world as meaningful and doing something with it. The kinds of exercises 

 
123 These kinds of features of imaginary worlds – unconfirmed by the narrative yet 
logical parts of a particular reader’s configuration  of  the world – are sometimes 
dubbed, a bit oxymoronically,  “personal  canon” or “headcanon” (see Harvey 2015, 
4) in fandom discourses. 
124 Jason Mittell has conceptualized this sort of collective sense -making and puzzle-
solving on internet platforms  as “forensic fandom” (2015, 52). 
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in global-scale perspective-taking that fantasy storytelling affords, in conclusion, 
temper the god’s-eye view suggested by such a perspective with an acute awareness 
of the speculative artifice and conjecture involved in imagining a global world.  

While encouraging the reader to go beyond the individual and personal, and even 
beyond what would be humanly perceivable or comprehensible in non-fictional sit-
uations, all the works analyzed in this chapter thus also induce humility and wonder 
before the full scale of global entities. They invite the reader to imagine the queerness 
of the universe, but ultimately persuade them to observe that their ability to imagine 
that queerness depends on limited means of sense-making, such as narrative struc-
tures, metaphoric language and speculative thinking (cf. Walsh 2018, 51). Moreover, 
they can evoke a feeling of responsibility in the reader’s dealings with worlds, rooted 
in the sense of interpretive agency that can, in a very palpable sense, change the shape 
of worlds. In sending the reader to impossible quests of world-configuration, these 
works of contemporary fantasy thus confront the crisis or representation by pro-
moting the idea that seeking a bigger-picture grasp of reality is a worthwhile, pleasant 
and useful activity even if it is doomed to fail – and in the process, afford the reader 
an opportunity to find new, constructive yet mindful ways of making sense of the 
global world and their own position within it. Affording reading strategies founded 
on global perspective-taking, they can train readers to try for a bigger picture in other 
contexts as well, in both their further encounters with fiction and their responses to 
the complexities of 21st-century reality.  

From a narratological perspective, the ontologically minded reading strategies 
demonstrated in this chapter can also give valuable insight to worlds of fiction as 
artworks and communicative devices. After all, as I noted in the introduction, such 
strategies are hardly limited to fantasy or speculative fiction, or even fiction of the 
“ontological dominant” in the broadest possible sense. Instead, as McHale has sug-
gested, all kinds of fiction can be fruitfully read as speculative, that is, with an onto-
logical focus; as an example, he cites an anecdote of Samuel R. Delany’s about an 
avid reader of science fiction who rereads Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) “as 
an exercise in world-building – a kind of thought-experiment” (2010, 25) rather than 
as a mirror for historical Regency-era England. Just like that reader finds Austen’s 
classic novel “interestingly transformed” (ibid.) by the experience, an ontologically 
oriented reader can, I believe, find new dimensions in any work of fiction in any 
genre, and especially gain an appreciation of the full complexity of fictional mimesis, 
recognizing that no fiction actually does simply hold a neutrally reflective mirror to 
external reality. From that appreciation, they can go on to rethink the very concept 
of mimesis, and along with it the purpose of fiction – perhaps along the lines sug-
gested by Sanna Karkulehto and colleagues, asking, “[w]hat if the main purpose of 
literature is not to give us deeper understanding of our immediate social and narcis-
sistic realities but to reach beyond them?” (2019, 8). 
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As my analyses in this chapter have all come to note in passing, Ishiguro, Jemisin 
and Abercrombie’s works all also reflect, in some form, on the role language and 
stories have to play in reader’s attempts at global-scale perspective-taking, both ena-
bling and limiting their imaginative and speculative inference efforts. In this, all these 
works of fantasy partake in their own ways in the genre’s long-standing philosophical 
tradition of thematizing storytelling itself as a world-making activity, which I illus-
trated in my discussion of Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett’s earlier works in Chapter 
2. A closer look at this tradition is the topic of the next chapter, which explores the 
way contemporary fantasies in my corpus conduct metafictional inquiries about their 
own genre tradition, the mechanisms of reading fiction and narratives as means for 
shaping worlds – and in so doing, afford explorations the power and danger of sto-
rytelling in a way that, in the wake of the narrative turn and amidst the unrelenting 
storytelling boom, feels extremely topical. 
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5. STORIES ABOUT USES OF STORIES: 
REFLECTIONS ON NARRATIVELY SHAPED 
WORLDS 

“With a good bloody ending this journey will make a fine song, I think.” Nothing 
held his free arm out, fingers spread, towards the archway thorough which Shadik-
shirram and her Banyas would no doubt soon be spilling, fixed on murder. “A band 
of brave companions escorting the rightful King of Gettland to his stolen chair! A 
last stand amidst the elf-ruins of yore! You cannot expect all the heroes to survive a 
good song, you know.” (King, 241–242) 

In the world of The Shattered Sea, people are shown to put much faith in stories; in 
the case of aspiring heroes who desire to be remembered by generations to come, 
like the allegedly mad escaped galley slave called Nothing in the quote above, they 
quite concretely live by them, making sense of their lives in terms of old songs and 
anticipating new ones their own exploits might inspire. To make a mark in this world, 
to become a meaningful and lasting part of its fabric, is to become the hero of one 
of the narratives that, for the people inhabiting the shores of the Shattered sea, de-
termine their past and present, the values of their society and their national identities. 
In the world modeled by Abercrombie’s trilogy, the version of reality that is available 
for the characters’ comprehension thus appears quite palpably constructed in stories 
upon other stories – rather similarly to The Lord of the Rings where, as I pointed out 
in Chapter 2, characters like Sam and Éomer sporadically reflect on themselves as 
characters playing parts in the overarching grand tale of Middle-earth. The Shattered 
Sea, in other words, partakes prominently in the genre’s long-standing metafictional 
practice of consolidating the narratively created quality of its imaginary world into a 
semi-literal feature of the world’s ontology. As a result, whether the reader finds 
these fantasy worlds life-like and immersive or not, they do not come across purely 
as what Ryan calls “language-independent reality” (e. g. 2015, 9); instead, the very 
realities they model are inextricably and visibly tangled up in language, blurring the 
ontological distinction between the narrative and the world presented in it. 

During its modern tradition in the shadows of postmodernism, and partaking in 
the same quest for fictionality, fantasy genre has developed this sort of metafictional 
world-modeling into an artform unto itself. Not only does the copious amount of 
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invention involved in fantasy world-creation, in itself, display the ontological status 
of the resulting worlds in a manner that estranges such creation as a device of fiction 
(see McHale 2018, 327–329); the kinds of ontological experiments described in the 
previous chapter further estrange the narratively created quality of these worlds. In 
modern fantasy, there is a strong penchant for using these kinds of overtly story-
based ontologies to thematize storytelling itself as a means for mediating human existence 
in the wider universe or even outright producing reality – sometimes very literally, 
as in the case of Discworld. All the works in my corpus, as mentioned before, partici-
pate in this thematic tradition. I already discussed The Buried Giant from this view-
point in Chapter 3, analyzing the way its world-modeling prompts inquiries about 
the narrative construction of distant past; in this chapter, I will address the ways the 
other works in my main corpus, each in their own manner, thematize storytelling as 
part of their mimetic operations. The Shattered Sea, as mentioned, explores the way 
songs and legends determine the characters’ perception of their world, and further 
bolsters the effect by having those characters’ own storylines follow some well-worn 
narrative patterns of the fantasy tradition; The Broken Earth, in turn, casts storytelling 
as means for constructing identities, both on individual and societal level, and high-
lights the power of stories to both heal and oppress people; The Magicians, finally, 
reflects on the power of fantasy, and reading itself, by literalizing concepts like es-
capism and immersion with its depressed protagonist Quentin’s quest to lose himself 
in fantasy worlds.  

As I discussed in conjunction with my analysis of Ishiguro’s novel in Chapter 3, 
such thematization of storytelling as a profoundly human way of existing in the world 
aligns quite seamlessly with the currently popular notion of human as a “storytelling 
animal” (e. g. Meretoja 2014, 124; Dawson 2017, 407) and the accompanying belief 
in stories as powerful tools for shaping or even remaking humanly available versions 
of reality. Abercrombie, Grossman, Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works do not simply har-
ness this assumed power to their own ends but also reflect and comment on it, putting 
into spotlight the metaphysical and ethical implications of the idea that reality is con-
structed in storytelling. They invite the reader to configure experimental worlds 
where the idea of narrative construction of reality is made tangible and readily exam-
inable, encouraging them to rethink the hierarchies between reality and its narrative 
representations in the process. In this effect, the quest for fictionality within the 
fantasy genre parallels the deconstructive ontologies of postmodernist fiction.  

However, as I argued in Part I, the attitude towards the narrative artifice of reality 
is more constructive and pragmatic in fantasy than in postmodernism; it does not so 
much expose that artifice as it takes it for granted, focusing instead on salient follow-
up questions like, how to navigate this kind of reality? How to contribute to it? How 
to care for it, or at least avoid doing harm to it? The genre’s enduring preoccupation 
with such questioning, and its habit of celebrating the art of storytelling, ally it with 
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similar aspirations in 21st-century fiction more generally, where metafiction is, ac-
cording to several theorists and in different ways, employed to reconstruct links be-
tween fiction and some form of reality (e. g. Funk 2011, 125–126; James 2011, 505; 
Huber 2014, 24; Konstantinou 2017, 93). These are the kinds of questions my anal-
yses of Abercrombie, Grossman and Jemisin’s works in this chapter engage with, 
and to which each of these works can, in some way, model possible, speculative 
answers. What I essentially conduct here are metafictional readings of these works – 
readings where the effort to configure the world inside fiction into a meaningful 
whole entails an acute sensitivity to the narrative artifice involved in that configura-
tion (cf. Polvinen 2016, 19).  

There are several distinct ways in which works of 21st-century fantasy can afford 
such a reading strategy. For starters, many of them are overtly reflective of their own 
genre-fictional status, recycling – or upcycling (see van den Akker & Vermeulen 
2017, 10) – old conventions and tropes of fantasy in a way that goes well beyond the 
degree of “unspecified intertextuality” (Kukkonen 2008, 261) that mere affiliation 
with the genre would entail. The Shattered Sea for example, as my analysis in this chap-
ter will demonstrate, deliberately spins new stories out of some of the genre’s most 
enduring clichés, including character archetypes such as a returning rightful king and 
a glory-seeking female warrior. The Magicians is an even more audacious example of 
contemporary meta-fantasy, with its obvious intertextual ties to Chronicles of Narnia 
and Harry Potter; and as I argued in my earlier analysis, even The Buried Giant seems 
to give subtle homage to The Lord of the Rings with its hole-dwelling protagonists and 
its world of fading magic. By these genre-conscious devices, or what Jan Alber has 
dubbed “‘muted’ forms of metafiction” (2016, 43; cf. Kukkonen 2013, 106–107), 
these works conduct examinations of the genre’s creative potential – and as such, 
put on display the reader’s own reliance on their prefigured knowledge of the genre 
in their world-configuring efforts (cf. Kukkonen 2008, 263), making the whole mi-
metic process conspicuous in its literary artifice. 

Another already noted common device for foregrounding such artifice is the kind 
of literalization of metaphoric language that is frequently considered a hallmark of specu-
lative fiction. In studies of fantasy and science fiction, the main useful effect of such 
literalization is usually taken to be the way it renders abstract ideas concrete, and so 
estranges them, subjecting them to prolonged readerly attention (see Polvinen 2018, 
72). Chu, for example, argues it can “convert an elusive referent into an object avail-
able for representation” (2010, 14); Rayment, for another, claims that the capacity of 
fantasy to turn abstract ideas “palpably real” can make it serve as “the conduit 
through which (political) topics (only approachable obliquely in so-called realist lit-
erature) can be approached in direct and powerful ways” (2014, 53; cf. Ishiguro in 
Alter 2015). I have already discussed these kinds of concretizing effects in previous 
chapters – but what is of interest to me in this one is the other side of the 
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literalization of poetic language, namely, the conspicuously fictional and literary quality it 
lends to the texture of fantasy worlds. Polvinen, for one, has discussed this side of 
the device, deeming it a means for making literary artifice itself available for im-
mersed experience, or enabling “the enactment of fictions specifically as constructed 
environments, rather than as illusions of reality” (2018, 77). From the globally ori-
ented “outsider” perspective that is my main interest here, literalization of figurative 
language makes the world as a whole model a reality that is organized by the narrative 
structures and metaphors which guide the reader in their task of configuring it – 
exposing the textually determined quality of the act of world-modeling itself.  

The anthropomorphizing language shaping the world of The Broken Earth is a 
good case in point. By inviting the reader to think of the planet as a person, Jemisin’s 
trilogy puts on prominent display the poetic figures by which its narrator attempts 
to bridge the gap between human and planetary-scale worlds, making the humanly 
comprehensible version of Father Earth conspicuously determined by human-scale 
metaphors. This effect is heightened by the trite familiarity of the metaphors the 
trilogy employs, estranges and literalizes – clichés like “Mother Earth” and “nature 
strikes back.” Both of these figures get reworked as part of the fantasy world’s ex-
perimental ontology, affording a reexamination of the connotations these common-
place ways of putting human-nature relationship to words carry. For instance, the 
sentimental idea of humans as children of the Earth, which suggests a continuity and 
harmony between humankind and the natural environment, is strikingly contrasted 
with the combative human/nature dichotomy encapsulated by the equally ubiquitous 
“nature strikes back” expression that is typically thrown around in accounts on hur-
ricanes, forest fires and other natural disasters linked to anthropogenic climate 
change. The imaginary ontology of The Broken Earth models a human-planet rela-
tionship that accommodates both of these tired metaphors, resolving the paradox 
between continuity and dichotomy by making the familial relationship violently abu-
sive. In its estranging treatment of dead metaphors, the trilogy thus exposes the sug-
gestions of dysfunctional and toxic relationship that are encoded in the habitual lan-
guage used to discuss human relations with the natural environment. 

A third way fantasy fiction foregrounds the narrative artifice of its world-creating 
operations is the structuring of imaginary worlds along recognizable mythic patterns and 
provisional master narratives (Corsa 2018), which I preliminarily discussed in Part I. 
These patterns play a prominent role in enabling the global perspective-taking in 
many works of fantasy, helping the reader grasp those vast backcloths of mythology 
that lend grandeur to the smaller-scale, immediate stories. For example, there is a 
highly familiar overarching pattern of hubris and downfall, or original sin and fall 
from grace (cf. Scholes 1975, 81–82) to be found in both The Broken Earth and The 
Shattered Sea, and in both of these works, the evocation of this narrative structure 
provides a blueprint by which to organize centuries or millennia of the histories of 
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these fantasy worlds into intelligible narratives where events follow each other in 
fairly easily graspable causal sequences. In The Broken Earth, this pattern is first intro-
duced by the strange legend of Father Earth hating the species that “turned on Him” 
long ago (Season, 115), and elaborated on in the last novel, where the last days of the 
doomed Syl Anagist are accounted by Hoa the narrator. The present story at hand 
partakes in this overarching pattern as a redemption arc of sorts, with Essun and her 
companions atoning for the folly of their forebears by repairing the damage they did, 
effectively ending the mythic arc. In The Shattered Sea, there is a more cynical take to 
the pattern, with the ambitious Yarvi stubbornly treading in the footsteps of the 
ancient elves, hell-bent to repeat history with his own hubris and greed. In both 
cases, the highly recognizable mythic pattern of the global-scale stories of their re-
spective worlds make the characters’ stories conspicuous as small narratives flowing 
into those greater ones. 

Finally, fantasy stories draw readerly attention to the language-dependent artifice 
of their worlds by displaying the limitations of their own narrative form in presenting global 
worlds. This is a device I came across in each of my readings in the previous chapter: 
In Ishiguro, Jemisin and Abercrombie’s works, there is a tangible sense that the nar-
ratives that provide the basis for the reader’s world-configuring efforts are imperfect 
tools. In The Buried Giant, this is especially notable, with the fragmentary and dreamlike 
world full of empty space where the sketchy narrative fails to focus – the literary 
device of ellipsis made literal, in a sense (cf. McHale 2018, 319). In The Broken Earth, 
the anthropomorphizing language which, among other things, evokes the above-
mentioned mythic pattern with its idea of humans offending a god, visibly falls short 
of capturing the true essence of the non-human lifeform; the version of the world 
that becomes available for the reader to examine is tied up in and distorted by the 
language that reduces the planet to human terms, its full queerness beyond the grasp 
of the narrative. Even in The Shattered Sea, with its relatively straightforward post-
apocalyptic world masquerading as a conventional fantasy one, a reader who pays 
close attention to configuring its world is bound to hit the limits of the information 
made available in the narrative. The imaginative and speculative inference effort that 
goes into creating a theory of this world as a coherent entity is, in itself, liable to 
foreground the inadequacy of the narrative text alone in providing access to this 
imaginary world, or any fantasy world for that matter.  

A world of fantasy fiction in its global entirety is therefore always a product of 
not just narrative organization but also readerly conjecture, and somewhat conspicuous 
as such. To invite the reader to read ontologically is, in this sense, to invite a meta-
fictional reading strategy as well. Not only is the perspective-taking involved in that 
strategy only made possible in the first place by affordances of an “unnatural” fic-
tional ontology; the noticeable gap between the narrative and the world also makes 
the relations between them an examinable feature of that ontology that can be assumed to 
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carry thematic significance. In all the works discussed in the previous chapter, the 
very act of configuring the imaginary worlds affords that critical outlook to narrative 
as a seriously limited device for grasping or constructing a world, either due to its 
sketchiness, anthropomorphism or lack of information – overall, the impression that 
a significant part of the world remains beyond the narrative. All of these works, 
therefore, espouse a certain ambivalence towards the power of narrative they thema-
tize (cf. Meretoja 2014, 177). While they cast storytelling as a fundamentally human 
way of existing in a wider world and making sense of it, they also point towards the 
inevitable perceptual limitations of such existence (cf. Meretoja 2017, 2), and raise 
questions about the dangers and ethical pitfalls involved in using such a flawed tool 
for organizing a world. In The Magicians, for example, Quentin and his friends’ ten-
dency to perceive themselves as characters in a fantasy story leads to unsatisfactory 
and at times disastrous consequences when the worlds they encounter refuse to con-
form to their narrative expectations. A less humorous example is provided by The 
Broken Earth, where the idea of life-narration as the basis for identity is taken matter-
of-factly but also shown to be weaponized by the Sanzed empire, which uses stories 
to dehumanize orogenes and justify their enslavement. 

In all of the works in my corpus, then, storytelling is thematized as an intrinsically 
human tool for imposing meaningful order and sense of control to a complex and 
largely unknowable reality, often with questionable intentions and mixed results (cf. 
Raipola 2019b, 270). This recurring theme of fantasy fiction can cross from the hu-
man scale of the immediate stories to the global scale of world-configuration via the 
limitations of each work’s own narration, made notable by the reader’s efforts to 
grasp the big picture. In this way, these works compound their thematic exploration 
of the power and limits of narrative with a metafictional awareness of their own 
quality as fictional narratives. The metafictional world-modeling conducted by fan-
tasy can thus serve as a “metaperceptual laboratory” (see Anderson & Iversen 2018, 
583) that gives the reader an opportunity to witness narrative construction of a reality 
in action (cf. Noë 2015, 102) and to play their own part in it. It encourages them to 
get up close and personal with their own co-creative agency, fostering increased sen-
sitivity to both the interpretive quality of perceiving worlds and the role of narrative 
structures and semiotic systems in guiding that interpretation – all the while suggest-
ing, by the experimental realities modeled by those worlds, lines of speculative in-
quiry concerning that very subject. This way, the artifice of the whole mimetic pro-
cess comes across as a matter of creative meaning-making, allowing the reader to per-
ceive the world they configure as “charged with significance” (see Caracciolo 2012, 
373) and worthy of prolonged commitment, in all its artifice (cf. Huber 2014, 33) or 
even precisely because of it. 

Configuring a world inside fiction into a model of a reality that is entangled in 
narrative can, in other words, serve as an opportunity for the reader to hone their 
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“metanarrative skills” (Kortekallio 2020, 15), helping them become more sensitive 
to the way stories structure their perception of the world outside as well – and po-
tentially also more critical towards the generally celebratory tone in which instru-
mental storytelling is popularly promoted in 21st-century media (see Fernandes 2017, 
2–3; Mäkelä 2018, 184; Mäkelä et al. 2021, 155). To conduct these sorts of metafic-
tional readings of fantasy fiction, however, the reader needs to also have certain core 
competences to begin with; aside from the inclination to recognize the thematic sig-
nificance of world-building for fantasy fiction, they need to be predisposed to pay 
attention to the often covert metafictional features of such worlds (cf. Kukkonen 
2013, 107). One skill this entails, of course, is a relatively sophisticated working 
knowledge of the genre, which enables them to view the work at hand as part of the 
broader literary tradition and the constant discussion that shapes it (see Fowler 1982, 
20). The thematization of storytelling in The Shattered Sea, for example, hinges for a 
large part on the reader’s ability to recognize its narrative patchwork of genre con-
ventions for what it is – and to view it as deliberate upcycling of those conventions for 
some discernible purpose, rather than mere repetition of clichés.  

This same prefigured familiarity with the genre’s traditional devices and forms of 
expression is also what guides the reader to pay attention to the way fantasy stories 
rework metaphors and myths; as such, it helps them configure the world inside fic-
tion against an outside-world foil that is relevantly informed by such textual and 
narrative patterns of organizing reality. Amidst the 21st-century storytelling boom, 
that foil is also liable to be influenced by the prevalent belief in the importance of 
such patterns in shaping human existence in the wider cosmos. The contemporary 
fantasy stories I discuss in this chapter, therefore, do not simply confront the reader 
with the idea that “in life we are already immersed in fiction” (Anderson & Iversen 
2018, 573) or that “humans are always already enmeshed in narrative” (Caracciolo 
2012, 372), but invites them to explore the practical and ethical implications of these 
already fairly familiar notions. With the possible exception of The Magicians which, 
with the publication of the first book of the trilogy in 2009, is the oldest work in my 
corpus, all of these works have the luxury of taking such contextual readerly assump-
tions for granted to some degree. This is especially true, I believe, about avid fantasy 
readers, who are likely to recognize how these contemporary metafictional fantasies 
follow up on the quest for fictionality pioneered by earlier classics of the genre by 
authors like Tolkien, Le Guin and Pratchett. 

The genre’s traditional leaning towards metafictional world-modeling, in conclu-
sion, joins the effort of pragmatic 21st-century fiction to overcome the crisis of rep-
resentation by exploring the potential and limitations, the uses and the dangers, of 
storytelling in caring for the worlds we construct for each other (see Corsa 2018, 
249). It encourages the reader to see storytelling in terms of considering, in Robert 
McLaughlin’s words, “how to live in the world with incomplete systems of 
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knowledge, how various systems of knowledge can be linked together or embedded 
within one another to create a contingent but useful structure” (2012, 221) – or, how 
to accept a narratively constructed version of reality as real, for pragmatic intents and 
purposes, while retaining awareness of its inevitable conditionality on discursive me-
diation and creative meaning-making (see Caracciolo 2012, 381; Alber & Bell 2019, 
130). Like the imperfectly narrated ontologies discussed in the previous chapter, 
metafictional qualities of fantasy espouse and encourage certain humility before the 
limitations of not only human ability to grasp a global-scale reality but also narrative 
form as an aid in that grasping effort (see Funk 2011, 140; cf. Walsh 2018, 59). Con-
temporary fantasy can thus serve as a useful aid for learning to navigate the web of 
stories and semiotic systems that passes for humanly communicable and shareable 
reality in the complex aftermath of postmodernism and the narrative turn. 

However, it would be excessively instrumentalizing to suggest that the metafic-
tional ontologies of fantasy only help the readers live with the artifice of the world 
outside. For a reader attuned to the playful self-reflectivity of the genre, there is also 
a lot of fun to be had with the games of signification involved in configuring such 
ontologies. Fantasy worlds like those of The Shattered Sea and The Magicians, which 
engage prominently with the tradition through copious intertextual references, can 
afford readers pleasurable opportunities to find hidden connections, get surprised 
by subversive new spins on old tropes, or gain new appreciation of old stories 
through the new ones. This, I think, goes to attest to Hassler-Forest’s observation 
that “radical self-reflexivity” is just as integral a part of readerly enjoyment of fantasy 
worlds as immersion, and that the two do not need to be detrimental to one another 
(2016, 16; cf. Ryan 2019b, 74). What all the following readings demonstrate is that 
the textual and narrative qualities of each fantasy world under discussion serves to 
make those worlds more compelling, not less so – and not only as ontological riddles 
to puzzle out but as imaginary realms to explore as well. On that note, I start by 
examining the way Abercrombie’s trilogy plays with conventional tropes and formu-
las of the fantasy genre in a manner that makes the world, as a whole, both examin-
able and explorable as a narratively constructed version of a reality.  

5.1. The Return of the King and the Lady of War: Genre 
Upcycling in The Shattered Sea 

Half a King is a novel about the rightful heir to the throne returning to his kingdom. 
It is a story that has been told numerous times before in the modern fantasy tradition, 
notably in The Lord of the Rings, Lewis’ Prince Caspian (1951) where the eponymous 
prince inherits the throne of Narnia, and in Le Guin’s Farthest Shore (1972), where 
prince Arren comes to his prophesized inheritance as King Lebannen of all Earthsea. 
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Return of the rightful, good king whose crowning marks the dawn of a new golden 
age for his realm is, on the whole, one of the most stereotypical tropes associated 
with fantasy fiction;125 accordingly, more recent works often give it a deconstructive 
or subversive treatment. Pratchett, for example, has parodied it in his Discworld nov-
els Wyrd Sisters (1988) and Guards! Guards! (1989), both of which have a rightful heir 
returning to their respective realms but expressing no interest in claiming their 
thrones. Another, more gritty or “grimdark” flavor of deconstructing the trope can 
be found in A Song of Ice and Fire, which is largely a story about a succession crisis 
that results from there being no fewer than five claimants to the Iron Throne of 
Westeros – all of whom consider themselves the only rightful king or queen, some 
of whom appear to be backed up by a prophecy, and none of whom demonstrate 
particularly stellar ability in statecraft. Both Pratchett and Martin’s works thus play 
with the trope in their own ways, spinning new kinds of stories from an old cliché – 
and in so doing, interrogate the genre itself, bringing the reader’s understanding of 
the literary tradition of fantasy to bear heavily on their world-configuring efforts. 
Among all other things these works can be interpreted to be about, they are about 
fantasy itself. 

Half a King also puts a new spin to the story of a returning rightful king, in the 
same deceptively conventional manner it applies to its world-building. The novel 
begins with young prince Yarvi becoming a king – or “half a king, at least” (King, 3), 
fairly universally considered unfit to the position due to his congenitally deformed 
hand – after the murder of his father and older brother. He proceeds to reluctantly 
ascend to the Black Chair of Gettland, only to be promptly betrayed and left for 
dead after a botched assassination attempt by his uncle Odem – who, it turns out, 
was also the one who murdered Yarvi’s father and brother. Found by his enemies 
and sold into slavery, Yarvi then ends up on what looks a lot like an archetypical 
Campbellian hero’s journey, amasses a misfit posse of friends and helpers, learns to 
play to his unique strengths, overcomes adversities, and eventually returns home all 
grown up and ready to get his revenge on his usurping uncle. Among Yarvi’s com-
panions, the one most fervently dedicated to the young exile king’s quest to reclaim 
his throne seems to be the deranged old galley slave Nothing, previously quoted 
anticipating the fine song their journey would inspire. Upon learning Yarvi’s true 
identity during their long escape from slavery, he swears an oath after the fashion of 
their people: “A sun-oath and a moon-oath. Let it be a chain upon me and a goad 
within me. I will not rest until the rightful King of Gettland sits in the Black Chair 
once again!” (ibid., 215). 

 
125 The roots of this particular recurring trope can be traced to the legend of King 
Arthur and medieval chivalr ic romances, or to the Judeo -Christian belief in the Mes-
siah being born of the line King David.  
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The exact wording of this oath, however, turns out to be important. In the course 
of the story it is mentioned in passing several times that Yarvi’s father had an older 
brother, Uthil, a peerless swordsman who was lost on the sea a long time ago, and 
whose tomb is stated to stand empty. Much like the rightful king can usually be 
expected to succeed in claiming their inheritance in these kinds of stories, it is a time-
honored convention of fantasy storytelling that if there is a fallen hero whose body 
was never found, chances are that that hero is still alive somewhere, biding his time, 
and will inevitably resurface sooner or later.126 This is exactly what happens: Nothing, 
who has been shown to be uncannily skillful with the sword for a galley slave, turns 
out to be none other than the lost and lamented Uthil, who was pushed over the 
railing of a ship during a storm by his two younger brothers and presumed dead for 
twenty years. When he envisions that epic song of the rightful King of Gettland 
being escorted to his stolen chair, the hero of that song is not Yarvi, but himself – 
and in the end, he proceeds to make good of his oath, taking the Black Chair from 
Odem. This turn of events makes a surprising plot twist out of combining two rather 
tired conventional storylines of the genre: the character the reader has been rooting 
for to claim the throne steps aside peacefully and joins the quasi-monastic order of 
the Ministry, surrendering “all title and inheritance” (King, 349) to serve the new king 
as his advisor. On top of that, Yarvi also ends his hero’s journey reviled by his coun-
trymen for enlisting the military aid of an enemy kingdom to overthrow Odem. “It 
seems I’ve become the villain of this piece,” he muses in the end, astutely (ibid., 359) 
– and then proceeds to exhibit this villainy by poisoning his old mentor and taking 
her place as the minister of Gettland. 

In setting up this twist ending, Abercrombie’s novel makes gratuitous use of ste-
reotypes associated with fantasy fiction, relying on the reader’s familiarity with the 
genre’s clichés to produce the surprise. Such deliberate play with and subversion of 
readerly expectations (cf. Kukkonen 2010, 107) is a rather common device in con-
temporary fantasy storytelling – A Song of Ice and Fire is particularly famous for it – 
and serves to make those stories feel fresh and unpredictable while simultaneously 
revising the genre’s tradition itself, overtly participating in the conversation and turn-
ing it towards new directions (cf. Mendlesohn 2003, 1). In Half a King and the rest of 
Abercrombie’s trilogy, this metafictional commentary of the genre also participates 
in the work’s thematization of storytelling; it reflects the characters’ notable tendency 

 
126 This narrative convention is  prevalent enough that  when a major character of  a 
fantasy story dies without leaving a body, audiences often do not believe they are 
really dead. For example, many fans flat ly refused to believe at the t ime that Sirius 
Black’s death in Harry Potter and the Order of  the Phoenix (2003) would stick. More 
currently, fans of A Song of  Ice  and Fire tend to be quite certain that the fandom -
favorite character Sandor “the Hound” Clegane, who was left for dead in A Storm of 
Swords  (2000), is  alive and will come back in the upcoming final installments of the 
book series; the HBO adaptation did already fulfil this expectation.  
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to make sense of their lives in terms of old songs on the level of the trilogy’s narrative 
structure. The generic conventionality of Yarvi’s hero’s journey narrative, for exam-
ple, is echoed by the characters’ views of the events in terms of a heroic song – and 
not only by the glory-seeking Nothing, but also the more practical protagonist him-
self. “In silence he made his escape, endured the long ordeal in the ice, fought for 
his life in the elf-ruin, and all the while Yarvi thought what a song it would make if 
he lived to have it set to music” (King, 287), it is stated; the very fact that the adven-
ture closely follows that Campbellian monomythic formula is what makes it come 
across as song-worthy, another heroic epic to follow countless other similar ones.  

The characters’ habit of narrative sense-making, in short, mirrors the reader’s 
own reliance on the genre as a context for their interpretation of the same stories. 
This way, Abercrombie’s trilogy casts fantasy genre into a similar role to that which 
the heroic epics of the Shattered sea play in the characters’ lives: a familiar body of 
stories the reader can use to make meaningful sense of this fantasy world. Just like 
the world is, in the characters’ eyes, largely defined by familiar songs about distant 
places, bygone times and exemplary heroes, it is shaped from the reader’s outsider 
perspective based on their familiarity with the storytelling tradition of fantasy in 
which The Shattered Sea so obviously partakes. This genre-consciousness is, in fact, a 
major reason this world comes across as a fantasy realm in the first place, enabling 
the ontological feint described in the previous chapter, and continues to do so even 
after the reader realizes that it is actually a post-apocalyptic Europe. Whether it has 
magic or not as an imaginary place is immaterial, since the trilogy’s blatant engage-
ment with the genre makes it, as a literary artwork, an unmistakable fantasy world. 
This conspicuously literary artifice of the world, then, is an integral, thematically sig-
nificant part of the world as an entity, inseparable from the model for putting to-
gether a reality that emerges from its mimetic operations. The perception of this 
world is thus visibly influenced by what is made available by storytelling, both from 
the characters’ human-scale insider vantage and the reader’s global-scale outsider one 
(cf. Polvinen 2016, 29). 

Moreover, just like the reader’s genre-based expectations are subverted in the 
twist ending of Half a King, the characters’ trust in songs is frequently undermined, 
the difference between real life and what those songs make of it ironically pointed 
out. In Half the World, for example, the harsh realities of boring toil, bad weather and 
less than glorious battles during a long journey to the First of Cities prove disillu-
sioning to the young protagonist Brand, who comes to reflect that “there’d been a 
stack of disappointments on that journey high as [his] head. Plenty of things sadly 
different from the tales whispered and the songs sung back in Thorlby. And plenty 
of things folk tended to leave out altogether” (World, 231). On top of that, he also 
gets to personally experience that “songs have a habit of outrunning the truth” (ibid., 
353). When he single-handedly stops a longship from crashing down a hill, the songs 
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this display of strength inspires first exaggerate the deed – “[t]he slope got steeper 
and the danger greater and the feat more impressive with every telling” (ibid., 183) – 
and by the time he returns home, they attribute the whole exploit to the other pro-
tagonist, Thorn, a female warrior who had nothing to do with it but whose own, 
bloodier heroics make her a more compelling hero in the eyes of the people doing 
the retelling. The stories these characters live by and base their worldview on, then, 
are shown to be thoroughly corrupted products of a game of telephone; they cannot 
be trusted to tell the truth, just like the conventional storylines of fantasy cannot be 
trusted to pan out as expected in this gritty and only half-magical world.  

Thorn’s character arc in Half the World, on the whole, provides an even more 
blatant example of deliberate exploitation of overused fantasy tropes than Yarvi’s 
journey in the first novel. She starts out as a tomboyish social outcast whose dreams 
of becoming a warrior are thwarted by the rigid gender roles of her society, but goes 
on to overcome this adversity and gradually transforms into a formidable fighter, 
whose reputation is even further embellished in songs: “[t]he she-devil who killed 
ten warriors and saved the Empress of the South! A woman who breathes fire and 
looks lightning!” (World, 336). The ordinary girl thus becomes, by way of wildly 
spreading stories, a legendary hero with superhuman abilities. In terms of the imag-
inary world, she follows in the footsteps of other storied heroes of Gettland that 
came before her – but by turning into a fairly archetypical literary character, she also 
recalls numerous famous women from both fiction and mythology whose stories 
have followed a similar template. Thorn’s most prominent intertextual sisters include 
Hua Mulan from the 6th century Chinese folktale, Sweet Polly Oliver from an old 
English folk song, Brienne of Tarth from A Song of Ice and Fire, and the probably 
most well-known lady of war in Western literature, Éowyn, the Lady of Rohan from 
The Lord of the Rings. This last connection becomes particularly explicit towards the 
end of Half the World where Thorn is, like Éowyn, facing a monster of whom it is 
said that no man can kill him. 

In Abercrombie’s trilogy, however, that monster is a living man: the huge, formi-
dable warrior king Grom-gil-Gorm of Vansterland, Gettland’s neighbor and tradi-
tional enemy. The character is first encountered by Yarvi in Half a King, where he 
initially utters the prophecy he has made part of his identity and reputation: “you 
should know that Mother War breathed upon me in my crib. It has been foreseen 
that no man can kill me” (King, 68). This statement is something of a catchphrase for 
the great warrior, repeated by him in almost the exact same words whenever he ap-
pears in the trilogy. Like Thorn, Grom-gil-Gorm has several similarly invincible lit-
erary counterparts, the most obvious one being the Witch King of Angmar, leader 
of Sauron’s ringwraiths, who is in turn a deliberate reworking of Shakespeare’s Mac-
beth, of whom it is prophesized that he can be harmed by “none of woman born” 
(see Dagher 2019). As this sorts of story usually goes, there is a loophole in the 
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prophecy that allows the person in question to be killed after all: Macbeth is slain by 
a man born by c-section, and the Witch King, of course, by the aforementioned 
Éowyn, with help from Merry the hobbit. Ironically, the very presence of this sort 
of prophecy in a story usually guarantees that circumstances will at some point con-
spire to get the character in question killed. Against this long tradition, it seems al-
most certain that Grom-gil-Gorm is also marked for death – and the moments seems 
to have come when he ends up facing Thorn in single combat: 

“Show me your champion, Laithlin, and at dawn tomorrow we will meet on this 
ground, and I will kill him, and break his sword, and add its pommel to my chain.” 
He turned his dark eyes on the warriors of Gettland. “But your Chosen Shield should 
know that Mother War breathed on me in my crib, and it has been foreseen no man 
can kill me.” 

Laithlin gave a chill smile, and it was as if all things slotted smoothly into place 
like the workings of a lock, and the gods’ purpose for Thorn Bathu was suddenly 
revealed. 

“My Chosen Shield is not a man.” (World, 436) 

This exchange between Grom-gil-Gorm and the Queen of Gettland recalls the 
iconic moment in The Lord of the Rings where Éowyn’s true identity is revealed as she 
stands before the Witch King: 

“Do what you will; but I will hinder it, if I may.” 
“Hinder me? Thou fool. No living man may hinder me!” 
Then Merry heard of all sounds in that hour the strangest. It seemed that Dern-

helm laughed, and the clear voice was like the ring of steel. “But no living man am I! 
You look upon a woman. Éowyn I am, Éomund’s daughter. You stand between me 
and my lord and kin. Begone, if you be not deathless! For living or dark undead, I will 
smite you, if you touch him.” (Rings, 1101) 

Bringing together Thorn and Grom-gil-Gorm, two characters who both have obvi-
ous and weighty intertextual baggage on them, practically amounts to a recreation of 
the climax of Éowyn’s character arc. As a woman poised to fight the monster who 
cannot be killed by a man, Éowyn heralds the death of that monster127 – and as a 
woman who steps up to fill Éowyn’s boots in this recreation of the scenario, Thorn 
could be expected to win the duel. Appreciating the song-worthiness of the scenario 

 
127 Andrew Dagher points out that rather than merely finding a loophole in the proph-
ecy, “Tolkien roots his solution in the lore of Middle Earth. Before Eowyn [sic] kills  
the Witch King, Merry stabbed him with a sword ‘made in Westernesse centuries ago’ 
and ‘broke the magic of Sauron that kept the Witch -king anchored to this world’” 
(2019, quoting Tolkien’s letters) .  In other words, as befits Tolkien’s subcreative ap-
proach to storytelling  (see Tolkien 2006, 117; Wolf 2012, 37) ,  the kill ing of  the un-
dead ringwraith is made possible within the constraints of the internal logic of the 
imaginary world, rather than just  presented as a matter of poetic irony.  
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herself, Thorn regards the confrontation as “the gods’ purpose” for her, the climax 
of her own heroic arc and the point of her whole story – a notion that can be taken 
for a subtle metafictional reference to her archetypal function as a literary character. 
She herself seems to believe that the narrative at play favors her; however, Grom-
gil-Gorm is quick to spot the logical fallacy in this idea: 

“This is your last fight.” She raised her chin at him. “Mother War’s breath will not 
shield you from me.” 

She had hoped for anger, some sign he might be taunted into rashness, but all the 
King of Vansterland gave her was a sad little smile. “Ah, the confidence of the young. 
It was foreseen no man could kill me.” And he stood, his great shadow stretching 
towards her across the stubbled grass, a giant stepped out from the songs. “Not that 
you could.” (World, 451–452) 

Thorn essentially expects the scenario to pan out as it would in a song – or at least 
hopes that her foe will think as much, which would unnerve him and give her an 
edge. Grom-gil-Gorm, however, is no giant of the songs, however much he may 
look like one in Thorn’s eyes, and his pithy observation here serves to remind the 
reader as well that this world is no Middle-earth of teleological story logic (see At-
tebery 1992, 25–26) nor Discworld ruled by theory of narrative causality. Echoing 
on a smaller scale the bigger-picture contrast between the fantasy and post-apoca-
lyptic versions of the imaginary world, the scene puts the fantasy tropes at play into 
collision with more realistic plausibility. Grom-gil-Gorm, far superior to his oppo-
nent in both strength and experience, goes on to decisively win the duel, although 
he decides to spare Thorn’s life. He then proceeds to live out Half the World and most 
of Half a War, only to die in the end poisoned by his male cupbearer: “It’d been 
foreseen no man could kill Grom-gil-Gorm, but a few drops in a cup of wine had 
got it done” (War, 484). There is no loophole to be exploited; instead, the prophecy 
itself turns out to be bogus and the king was never truly invulnerable in the first 
place. On the flipside, Thorn herself is no hero, either, but just a woman with taste 
and skill for violence, who ends up becoming a half-mad slaughterer of innocents by 
the end of the trilogy. On the whole, both of these characters’ stories thus end up 
deconstructing the formulas they evoke, inviting the reader to ask themselves why 
these far more plausible developments come across as plot twists – and thus reflect 
on their reliance on old stories in making sense of new things. 

Through these intertextual and metafictional plays with formulas and archetypes, 
The Shattered Sea demonstrates this idea on the level of global perspective-taking as 
well: it enables the reader to reflect on how their own attempt to configure the im-
aginary world into a meaningful whole is, similarly to those of the characters, defined 
and often skewed by stories they have heard or read before. The storytelling tradition 
of fantasy fiction, as a foil this metafictional fantasy world negotiates with, compels 
the reader to see Thorn as a hero and Grom-gil-Gorm as a monster, but also magic 
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as real, Skifr as a witch and a post-apocalyptic Europe as a generic fantasy world; like 
the songs do for the characters, this tradition thus both helps the reader make sense 
of this world and leads them astray if they put too much store to it. Relying on their 
knowledge of the genre’s conventional formulas to aid them in the interpretation, 
the reader thus comes face to face with the limits of this sense-making tool, gradually 
realizing that it has led them to misguided assumptions about not only the characters 
but the world’s ontology on the whole. The genre-based quality of these narrative 
assumptions gets estranged as a result, highlighting the literary artifice that charac-
terizes the whole interpretive process – not only the creative, configurative stage of 
mimesis but also the prefigured knowledge on which the effort of grasping together 
the imaginary world is based. 

By playing with conventional, conspicuously literary formulas Abercrombie’s tril-
ogy makes its own narratively determined artifice exaggeratedly visible – or makes 
use of the capacity of “formula fiction,” as McHale sees it, to analyze its own devices 
in plain sight (2018, 319; cf. Waugh 1984, 10). In terms of configuring the imaginary 
world into a meaningful whole, it thus foregrounds the way the reader’s imaginative 
and speculative sense-making efforts at grasping that world together are entangled 
in pregiven narrative forms, both guided and constrained by them. That world, ac-
cordingly, comes across as a creation steeped in narrative artifice, its dependence on 
storytelling in itself a thematically significant part of its ontology – similarly to Mid-
dle-earth, Earthsea and Discworld before it, it visibly models a kind of reality that is 
not a found object depicted in stories but an artistic creation constructed in them 
(cf. Attebery 1992, 26). Like Middle-earth, the world of The Shattered Sea is presented 
as a narrative environment where characters’ lives gain significance as stories con-
necting to other stories; like Earthsea, it is shaped in language, made magical by the 
power of words; like Discworld, it is cobbled together, collage-like, from gleefully 
borrowed tropes and conventions (cf. Wolfe & Beamer 2011, 185; Huber 2014, 224). 
This model of a narratively fabricated reality affords the reader an opportunity to 
examine at length the ways stories shape their perception of such a reality and peo-
ple’s lives in relation to it. Therefore, it can also serve as an exercise in self-reflection, 
potentially helping them become more sensitive to the ways narrative forms and 
familiar stories influence their perception of other worlds as well. 

Against the 21st-century storytelling boom and its popular celebration of the 
power of narrative, Abercrombie’s trilogy easily reads as timely criticism, with its 
several overt evocations of the vast, often tragic gap between stories and reality and 
its subversions of genre-based narrative expectations. On the level of grasping the 
world together into a whole, however, the thematization of the uses of storytelling 
in navigating the world is more ambivalent. As I noted in my previous reading of The 
Shattered Sea, storytelling – and especially familiar, oft-retold, well-worn stories – are 
cast as means for the characters to make sense of their existence and give meaning 
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to their lives, brief and messy as they often are. By their songs and tales, they are 
shown to organize a knowable, meaningful reality for themselves to inhabit out of a 
cosmos that remains mostly outside their grasp: the fantasy version of the world, 
where there are heroes and monsters and rightful kings, and gods watching over 
humankind. On the whole, this version of the world comes across as a well-crafted, 
compelling fantasy realm full of things to explore, made navigable and available for 
immersive experiences by the very same narrative structures that make it so conspic-
uously artificial. This version of the world exists in stark contrast with the post-apoc-
alyptic one which, hidden from the characters’ perspective and unacknowledged by 
the narrative, remains an enigmatic void that can be only partially filled by the 
reader’s conjectures, informed by a perspective fully external to the imaginary world. 
The post-apocalyptic side of this model of a reality is, in this sense, an unnarrated 
and unnarratable counterpart to the thoroughly narratively determined fantasy side 
– the dark side of the world. 

In the grand scheme of things, then, a metafictional reading of Abercrombie’s 
trilogy results in an experimental model for organizing a reality where storytelling is 
celebrated as a means for carving out a humanly knowable and meaningful reality 
out of indifferent chaos, in spite of it being a flawed and unreliable tool. It compels 
the reader to perceive the fantasy side of the world simultaneously as both more 
artificial and more meaningful than its dark side, keenly experiencing the narrative 
constructedness of this section of the world as part of their exploration of it – indeed 
as the quality of that version of the world that allows them to view it from an insider 
position in the first place (see Polvinen 2012, 109). Engaging in this sort of conspic-
uously fictional game of signification, the reader can confront the possibility that 
their interpretations of reality are similarly both enabled and limited by narrative 
forms of organization (see Waugh 1984, 18–19), but also experience this narrative 
entanglement as something that makes the world feel more real, not less so. This 
way, the metafictional ontology of the world of The Shattered Sea enables speculative 
thought experiments about the creative artifice involved in interpreting and explor-
ing worlds, be they inside or outside fictions – inviting the reader to consider, for 
example, what would constitute the distinction between right and wrong interpreta-
tions of reality in this kind of narratively constructed world? How could one story 
be more true than another? How to know what kinds of stories to trust? Could there 
be any way to opt out? 

The next reading concerns the ways in which The Broken Earth engages with ex-
actly these kinds of questions, with a considerably darker and less playful tone than 
Abercrombie’s work. As an alternative interpretation of Jemisin’s trilogy to comple-
ment the environmentally oriented one discussed in the previous chapter, I will focus 
on the way it presents storytelling as a means for forming people’s identities and 
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positioning them within the wider world – a powerful tool that the empire ruling 
over this fantasy world is shown to fashion into a highly effective weapon.  

5.2. Constructing People and Tools: The Narrative Basis of 
Identity in The Broken Earth 

As I noted in my previous discussion of Jemisin’s trilogy, The Fifth Season opens on 
a decisively estranging note, with its mysterious narrating voice that shifts abruptly 
between human and planetary-scale perspectives, casually dismisses human civiliza-
tions as ephemeral things and keeps attributing biological functions to the planet. 
What I glossed over in that earlier account is that the strange narrator also talks in 
second person. This is fairly inconspicuous at first, as the narrator seems to merely 
address the reader directly with helpful comments like “you need context” (Season, 
1) and “much of history is unwritten. Remember this” (ibid., 3). Such direct address 
is not a very common stylistic device in fantasy stories, but it is not unheard of ei-
ther,128 and is as such fairly easy to take for a mere convention, albeit one that serves 
to further foreground the peculiarity of the narration. However, the second-person 
address takes on a much stranger flavor when the narrator proceeds to make an 
enigmatic remark that “[t]he woman I mentioned, the one whose son is dead. She 
was not in Yumenes, thankfully, or this would be a very short tale. And you would 
not exist” (ibid., 9). At this point, where the reader is quite explicitly shown that they 
are not actually the “you” being targeted, the address begins to come across as “true 
second-person narrative” that is directed to someone inside the world – a much 
more unusual stylistic choice (see Wickham 2020, 409).129 Simultaneously, the iden-
tity of “you” seems to be set up as a mystery for the reader to ponder, perhaps 
guessing that the narrator is telling the story to some as-yet unborn child of the 
woman’s.  

Soon, however, it is made clear that the narrator is actually speaking to the woman 
herself: “You are she. She is you. You are Essun. Remember? The woman whose 
son is dead” (Season, 15). From there on, the narrator keeps addressing the protago-
nist, telling her in present tense what she is doing, guessing at what she is thinking 
and commenting on how different events in her life have made her who she is. This 

 
128 Tolkien’s The Hobbit and Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe ,  for example, 
use this device prominently and conventionally,  to effect a sense of a shared commu-
nicative environment between the narrator and t he reader.  
129 Direct address does not, in itself,  even constitute second -person narrative to most 
theorists of the subject;  Monika Fludernik, for example , has influentially argued that 
in a true second-person narrative, the  “you” “exclusively refers to the protagonist” 
(1994, 283). 
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second-person narration of Essun’s current circumstances is alternated with conven-
tional third-person accounts of two apparently different characters, a little girl called 
Damaya and a young woman called Syenite – who both gradually turn out to be 
younger versions of Essun. The difference between the narration of Essun’s present 
life and her two past lives can be taken to signify traumatic fractures in her identity 
(e. g. Wickham 2020, 399) or “a formal echo of her broken world” (Khatchadourian 
2020): a device that leaves it up to the reader to put the disparate pieces together, 
making the brokenness tangible. The multiple perspectives and the second-person 
narration of the main viewpoint also work to draw attention to the artifice of the 
story on the whole, coming across as stylistic choices made for some communicative 
purpose – for instance, to foster intense empathy for Essun by making the reader 
participate and feel implicated in her trauma and subsequent actions (see Fludernik 
1994, 288; Wickham 2020, 400–401).130 As such, the question of why the narrator is 
telling Essun the story of her own life may not appear very important; the weirdness 
of the narrative situation is accepted as a rhetorical matter rather than a mystery 
pertaining to the imaginary world.  

Such formal choices are therefore not something an ontologically oriented fan-
tasy reader is liable to dwell on in long term – and of course, there are also plenty of 
other, more pressing and more discernibly solvable mysteries in the unfolding imag-
inary world to distract the reader from this one. The initial estranging effect of these 
techniques is accordingly likely to wear off soon; once the reader gets used to the 
second-person narration, it quickly succumbs to what Shklovsky calls “automatism 
of perception” (1965a, 13) and ceases to draw attention to itself. The strangeness of 
the device is, however, intermittently heightened again by more overtly self-reflective 
instances of narration that remind the reader that there is indeed a weird narrative 
situation implied in the story. There are passing remarks like, “what is important is 
that you know it was not all terrible” (Season, 361), but also more elaborate reflec-
tions, like this passage at the very beginning of the second novel where the narrator, 
by then identified as Essun’s stone eater friend Hoa, justifies introducing Nassun as 
another focalized character: 

Hmm. No. I’m telling this wrong.  
After all, a person is herself, and others. Relationships chisel the final shape of 

one’s being. I am me, and you. Damaya was herself and the family that rejected her 
and the people of the Fulcrum who chiseled her to a fine point. Syenite was Alabaster 
and Innon and the people of poor lost Allia and Meov. Now you are Tirimo and the 

 
130 Jemisin herself has explained she chose to use both the perspective trick and the 
second-person narration for this reason, “to trick readers into caring about [Essun]” 
who, she surmised, is not the kind of protagonist readers us ually find sympathetic, 
as a middle-aged woman of color “who refuses to be sexy or nice” and whose trauma 
frequently manifests in violent acts and appall ing behav ior (2015).  
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ash-strewn road’s walkers and your dead children… and also the living one who re-
mains. Whom you will get back. (Gate, 1) 

Sporadic comments like these suggest that Hoa intends the story at hand to capture 
the fullest possible picture of Essun’s personality, to put it together from all those 
disparate pieces – presumably for some reason. However, while these remarks do 
thus imply some thematic significance to the story as a means for putting a trauma-
tized person’s fractured identity together, the readerly attention is likely to be more 
on the identity-reconstruction itself than the narrative in which it is conducted. The 
second-person narration is still quite easy to take for a purely formal device external 
to the imaginary world, chosen to make the reader get deeply involved in this literary 
character study, rather than for a marker of something strange going on in the world 
that would need an explanation. In short, the significance of the second-person nar-
ration as part of the story rather than just its form is fairly easy to overlook. I certainly 
did, on my first reading of the trilogy. 

Consequently, it comes as a surprising twist when this device does eventually turn 
out to have a justification that is fully internal to the imaginary world. This happens 
at the very last pages of the trilogy, where Hoa the narrator reveals that the whole 
story has been part of the process of turning Essun into a stone eater after her death: 

I have brought you here, reassembled the raw arcanic substance of your being, and 
reactivated the lattice that should have preserved the critical essence of who you were. 
You’ll lose some memory. There is always loss, with change. But I have told you this 
story, primed with what remains of you, to retain as much as possible of who you 
were. 

Not to force you into particular shape, mind you. From here on you may become 
whomever you wish. It’s just that you need to know where you’ve come from to know 
where you’re going. Do you understand? (Sky, 396–397) 

This revelation – that the weird narrative situation is Hoa’s attempt to reconstruct 
the flesh-and-blood Essun’s personality in her new stone eater self – instantly pro-
vides a clear explanation to the peculiarities of the narrative discussed above, and in 
so doing opens up an opportunity for the reader to reorganize their perception of 
the whole world along a new pattern. It makes the aforementioned idea of storytell-
ing as a way of putting a person’s identity together tangible as something that actually 
happens in the story, made possible by the internal logic of this fantasy world. In so 
doing, it effectively makes literal sense of the metaphorical idea of life-narration as a 
blueprint for a person’s self, or “narrative identity” (see McAdams & McLean 2013), 
a notion that has become very widespread and influential following the narrative turn 
in the field of psychology (see Hyvärinen 2010, 75–76) and popularized as part of 
the current storytelling boom. By making the protagonist’s personality a sum of her 
lived experiences and human connections, curated and organized into a narrative 
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form by Hoa, Jemisin’s trilogy thus thematizes storytelling as a powerful force for 
making people who they are. In this case, it quite literally shapes the new Essun into 
an image of the living woman she was – or at least Hoa’s conception of who she was 
– capturing what he considers the essence of her personality into her stone eater 
reincarnation. When Essun wakes up, he is elated to hear her almost immediately tell 
him, “I want the world to be better” (Sky, 398). The story has remade not only her 
personal identity, but also her understanding of herself as part of the fabric of the 
world at large, and her commitment to it that endeared her to Hoa in the first place. 

This literalization of the idea of storytelling as identity-building can make the 
world of The Broken Earth as a whole, in retrospect, conceivable as an experimental 
model for a reality where stories have immense power in determining people’s sense 
of self and positioning their lives within the wider world. Upon reconfiguring the world 
according to this pattern, against the foil of popular notions about human beings as sto-
rytelling animals – perhaps even rereading the whole trilogy from this perspective – 
the reader is likely to pay more attention to the narrator’s strange metatextual refer-
ences, but also to the way this imaginary world is otherwise rife with all sorts of tales 
and legends and lore. There is the so-called stonelore, for one thing, a set of ancient 
teachings about how to survive a Fifth Season; there is the enigmatic legend of Fa-
ther Earth who hates life, which turns out to be all too literally true; and there are all 
sorts of stories circulating around the Stillness about orogenes, painting them as in-
human monsters. When the reader is oriented to configure the world around the idea 
of narrative identity-building, they are probably inclined to see a lot of thematic sig-
nificance in this fabric of stories that permeates the world, and liable to pay particular 
attention to the relevance of such features to Essun’s life and the shape of her world 
at large. This reconfiguration thus creates a new version of the same imaginary world, open-
ing up new avenues for speculative inquiries concerning the power of storytelling to 
modify the human-scale version of the world.  

I have already discussed the legend of Father Earth in my previous analyses, both 
as the global-scale story of the world that follows a mythic pattern of hubris and 
downfall and as a tale no sensible person in the Stillness – least of all the ever-cynical 
Essun – takes very seriously. In contrast, stonelore is the closest thing these people 
have to holy scripture, and most people, the protagonist included, treat it with utter 
credulity. It is believed to be “as old as intelligence” and “all that’s allowed human-
kind to survive through Fifth Season after Fifth Season” (Season, 125), a font of eter-
nal and unchanging wisdom that transcends the ephemeral comings and goings of 
human generations, communities and entire civilizations. In this harsh world, 
stonelore promotes cultural values and social practices that help communities, or 
“comms” in Stillness parlance, prepare for the recurring apocalypses. It teaches peo-
ple to value individuals only based on their usefulness to their comm’s survival, form-
ing them into a callous society where everyone belongs to a genetically determined 
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“use-caste,” eugenics is considered a matter of sensible family planning and culling 
of the ill and the weak just a prudent social policy. “Necessity is the only law” (Sky, 
231) is a verse of stonelore that repeats frequently throughout the story as a moral 
principle that justifies killing or enslaving individuals to ensure that the community 
survives. Aside from giving such instructions on how to organize society, stonelore 
also speaks of the superiority of the Sanzed race, as Essun learned back when she 
was still a little girl called Damaya:   

Sanze is the only nation that has ever survived a Fifth Season intact – not just once, 
but seven times. She learned this in creche. […] Individual comms have often sur-
vived Seasons, if they were prepared. If they were lucky. Damaya knows the stonelore, 
which is taught to every child even in a little backwater like Palela. First guard the gates. 
Keep storecaches clean and dry. Obey the lore, make the hard choices, and maybe 
when the Season ends there will be people who remember how civilization should 
work. 

But only once in known history has a whole nation, many comms working to-
gether, survived. Thrived even, over and over again, growing stronger and larger with 
each cataclysm. Because the people of Sanze are stronger and smarter than everyone 
else. (Season, 94) 

That this ancient, eternal wisdom that ostensibly goes back as far as the human spe-
cies happens to establish the Sanzed race as superior is obviously extremely conven-
ient for the Sanzed empire, which uses stonelore to justify its rule over other races 
across the continent. Crucially, while Sanze is old enough to appear virtually eternal 
– at least by the standards of this volatile world – the empire does not take ownership 
of the stonelore or claim it as their invention. Instead, the lore is made appear little 
less than a divine message, and the Sanzed people simply smart enough to revere 
and obey it. This makes the lore seem universal, concerned with the bigger picture 
of the survival of humankind and above the interests of any one group of ephemeral, 
unimportant people – and as such, something to obey unquestionably. Predictably, 
stonelore is really none of these things; while it does predate the Sanzed empire, it 
has been carefully selected and canonized by that empire. Archeological evidence 
that contradicts the orthodox version is systematically destroyed wherever it is 
found, and the populace is discouraged from becoming too interested in ancient 
ruins where they might stumble upon such evidence. The empire, in short, deliber-
ately uses stonelore to impose on the world a master narrative that paints the he-
gemony of Sanze as justified, even natural. 

An important part of that ostensibly natural world order is a nigh-universal belief, 
also promoted by stonelore as well as other forms of Sanzed propaganda, that oro-
genes are, as Essun’s mentor Alabaster bitterly puts it, “born evil – some kind of 
agents of Father Earth, monsters that barely qualify as human” (Season, 124). These 
people, who can control the thermal energies of the earth, are systematically vilified 
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in this manner all over the Stillness, and consequently usually get either lynched in 
childhood or given over to an imperial order called Fulcrum to be trained into useful 
slaves. Their servitude is the real reason Sanze has survived all those Seasons, their 
power to stop earthquakes and still volcanoes harnessed to stabilize the empire’s 
heartlands and large cities and keep them safe from the worst of the cataclysms. With 
stories that cast orogenes as inhuman, deranged monsters, “addled by the time they 
spend in stone, by their ostensible alliance with the Evil Earth, by not being human 
enough” (Gate, 159), these people are stripped from their personhood and cast as 
dangerous beasts who must be tamed and controlled by others for their own and the 
society’s safety. That is how little Damaya is taught to see herself when she is taken 
in by the Fulcrum:  

“You’re a gift of the earth – but Father Earth hates us, never forget, and his gifts are 
neither free nor safe. If we pick you up, hone you to sharpness, treat you with the 
care and respect you deserve, then you become valuable. But if we just leave you lying 
about, you’ll cut to the bone the first person who blunders across you. Or worse – 
you’ll shatter, and hurt many.” (Season, 38) 

In the Fulcrum, Damaya is, along with other young orogenes, raised to believe that 
she is not a human being who deserves to have agency, but a dangerous weapon for 
the empire to use as it sees fit. In a society where people’s right to live and be part 
of a community is, as per stonelore, determined by their usefulness, indoctrinating 
these children to perceive themselves quite literally as tools and weapons assigns 
their lives such instrumental value in exchange of them relinquishing any claim to 
personhood. This conception of herself as less than human follows the protagonist 
to adulthood. It never occurs to her to question her own monstrosity, or the 
stonelore by which she understands the world at large, until Alabaster scandalizes 
her by claiming that “[s]tonelore changes all the time,” that “[e]very civilization adds 
to it; parts that don’t matter to the people of the time are forgotten” and, most blas-
phemously, that “[f]or all we know, the admonition against changing the lore is itself 
a recent addition” (ibid., 124–125). Her mentor’s irreverent dismissal of the quasi-
sacred stonelore as mutable propaganda constitutes nothing short of “historical 
heresy” (ibid., 125) to young Syenite, who concludes that the man must be mad – 
especially since he appears to sincerely believe, against all common sense, the old 
wives’ tale about Father Earth. Alabaster’s unconventional beliefs do not merely go 
against her self-conception but shake the foundations of her whole worldview, in a 
way that feels not only disturbing but sacrilegious. Forced to reject the neatly nar-
rated Sanzed version of the world, Syenite is thus left scrambling for other means 
for making sense of the reality around her. 

The Sanzed master narrative by which she has lived her whole life, however, is 
not something Syenite can simply free herself from, however cognizant she becomes 
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of its artifice and propagandistic purpose. Disillusioned as the protagonist is by the 
time she is called Essun and facing the end of the world, she never gets over the 
dehumanization drilled into her by stonelore and her education at the Fulcrum; it 
continues to influence her self-conception and worldview in many different ways. 
For one thing, she never questions her fully internalized racist belief in the suprem-
acy of the Sanzed people, or the rightness of the callous policies promoted by 
stonelore. Most strikingly, she never quite regains a perception of herself as a human 
being who deserves to be treated like a person. For example, when she despairs of 
ever finding Nassun at one point, this venomous rant is what goes through her mind: 

You’ve always known better. How dare you expect anything else? You’re just another 
filthy, rusty-souled rogga, just another agent of the Evil Earth, just another mistake 
of sensible breeding practices, just another mislaid tool. You should never have had 
children in the first place, and you shouldn’t have expected to keep them once you 
did[.] (Season, 271–272) 

Even though Essun knows that the stories about orogenes being evil, inhuman mon-
sters are lies, she cannot shake the conception of herself as such a monster, and her 
life outside the Fulcrum as something that should never have happened. Every hor-
rible, violent thing she ends up doing – and those are many, ranging from being 
abusive to her daughter to annihilating whole cities – add in her mind to the narrative 
of herself as a dangerous weapon that, uncontrolled, cannot help destroying every-
thing it touches. The dehumanizing Sanzed master narrative is thus presented as 
insidious in its pervasiveness: the worldview it naturalizes cannot be discarded even 
when the narrative itself is rejected. It has become part of Essun’s personality to the 
point where she cannot conceive of herself or her place in the world without it, 
however she might try; her own story is inextricably entangled with this larger-scale 
pattern that defines her reality.   

In its examination of identity-forming stories, Jemisin’s trilogy models a world 
where such stories are both integral to a person’s sense of self and, for that very 
reason, easy to weaponize against them. While it literalizes the very concept of life-
narration as the basis of identity, it also complicates the notion that an individual 
human being’s life forms a neat, linear story: Essun’s story is, after all, compiled from 
several disjointed parts, Damaya, Syenite and Nassun’s stories all becoming part of 
it. On top of that, it is very clear that Essun is not in charge or control of her own 
story, but almost entirely at the mercy of the master narratives in which her life is 
intertwined. In a world dominated by stories of monstrous orogenes, little power for 
making or even telling her own story remains to her; in this sense, too, she is part of 
the world, defined by her surroundings. It little matters that she knows this world 
the humans of the Stillness inhabit is built of lies, because there is nonetheless power 
in those lies: they make that world what it is and, consequently, make her who and 
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what she is within it. The only way to escape, then, is to find another master narrative 
to live by – which is essentially what Essun does when she is convinced of the truth 
of the legend of Father Earth, and gets to perceive herself as kin to the grieving 
planet. At that point, her story starts flowing into the cosmic-scale story of that eons-
old struggle, becoming part of the overarching mythic pattern that transcends the 
human-scale world controlled by the Sanzed master narrative. As she commits her-
self to return the moon to its orbit, appease Father Earth and end the hostilities 
between humankind and the planet, she becomes part of a new story.  

The only way to change the human-scale world, by this model of a reality, is to 
construct a new master narrative to replace the old – to make that world better, one 
must tell a better story about it (cf. Meretoja & Davis 2018, 8; Corsa 2018, 249). This 
is a quest on which Essun’s daughter is implied to embark at the end of the trilogy, 
accompanied by a minor character called Danel, a lorist who has followed Essun on 
her journey as a witness because she feels it her duty as a professional storyteller “[t]o 
write the tale of what happens – and if I survive, to make sure the world hears it” 
(Sky, 222). As there is a power vacuum in the world, left by the Sanzed empire being 
completely annihilated in the first stroke of the ongoing apocalypse, it does seem 
possible that Nassun and Danel might succeed in creating a new master narrative for 
the world, based on the story of Essun reuniting Father Earth and the Moon, saving 
the world with her orogeny and her compassion for the planet. The possibility of 
them reshaping the world along such a new pattern, making it a kinder place where 
no one is cast as a monster or a mere resource anymore, is left for the reader to 
speculate upon after the story concludes. It gives a hopeful note to the ending of the 
trilogy – provided that these characters indeed survive their long journey home, 
which, as noted before, is left very much an open question. 

In the world configured in this reading, there is great power to be harnessed in 
stories, to use and abuse, to improve the world or to seize and maintain power. The 
speculative avenues of thinking this model of a reality opens up for consideration 
are, accordingly, concerned not so much with storytelling as a fundamental part of 
human existence – that is taken for given – as they are with the far more complex 
follow-up questions of that premise. For example, if a world was defined by stories cre-
ated and chosen by those in power, what kinds of choices would be morally defen-
sible? What kinds of master narratives can make the world better, and what kinds 
make it worse? The thought experiments prompted in this reading are thus mainly 
concerned with ethics: questions of how the inherent power of storytelling can be 
responsibly handled, how it lends itself to abuse, what gives a person or a group the 
right to wield it, and how those in possession of these formidable tools and weapons 
can be challenged. By affording them an opportunity to experiment with such lines 
of inquiry, Jemisin’s trilogy has potential to enable the reader to become more sen-
sitive to the ways stories are used in the world outside fiction as well, and to view 
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such stories, critically yet pragmatically, as tools for sharing the world with others 
(cf. Salmon 2010, 28–29).  

Compared to The Shattered Sea discussed above, The Broken Earth is more subtle in 
its metafictional plays, the formal devices that echo its modeling of a narratively de-
fined reality less genre-conscious and gratuitous. It does, however, explicitly cast it-
self as a story, told by someone to someone else for some purpose, and as such a 
story it ends up constructing not only Essun’s identity but also the version of the 
imaginary world that is available and relevant to her – and through her, to the reader. 
Jemisin’s trilogy is, like any work of fantasy, conspicuously fictional, and this self-
reflective framing enhances that conspicuousness even further, making the purpose-
built artifice of the world it models stand out. The work’s thematization of storytell-
ing, therefore, amounts to self-reflection as well: any inquiries it prompts the reader 
to make about ethical and unethical uses of storytelling apply to the work of fiction 
at hand, too. By casting stories as powerful forces for shaping the world, The Broken 
Earth also interrogates its own power, as a work of fiction, to improve the world in which 
it exists as such a work – as one of those better stories by which the reader might 
organize their sense of reality by, or even a contribution towards a new, better master 
narrative by which people could collectively strive for a better future (cf. Corsa 2018, 
247–249; Jemisin in Cunningham 2018).  

As my analyses in this thesis go to show, it is indeed quite easy to read The Broken 
Earth itself as a story that aims to make the world a better place, by modeling a world 
that fosters readerly care and respect for the more-than human world (cf. Caracciolo 
2020, 203), or mindfulness and sense of responsibility in our dealings with the power 
of storytelling. By making its commitment to a better world, and inviting the reader 
to make their own along with it, Jemisin’s work can thus also be seen to inquire about 
potential purposes for fiction in the aftermath of the narrative turn. If there is indeed such 
vast power to change the world there to be harnessed in storytelling, it seems to 
suggest – by the way of a speculative “what if” scenario that estranges that power 
via hyperbole (see Cameron 2015, 32) – then fiction has capacity to contribute to the 
world outside as well, by engaging the reader to speculate about how it could be 
made better. I will return to this idea of speculative fiction as a device for bettering 
the world in the next chapter; at this point, it is enough to note that by inviting and 
rewarding metafictional reading strategies, works of contemporary fantasy fiction 
can “lay themselves bare,” as it were, as such devices.  

To that end, the last analysis of this chapter will focus on how The Magicians, as a 
gratuitously self-reflective work of meta-fantasy, can read as a thought experiment 
about fantasy-reading itself as a response to reality. As such, it serves as a piece of 
“literal narratology” (McHale 2018) which can be used, for the purposes of this 
study, to conduct a speculative inquiry of sorts about the workings of the worlds of 
fiction, and the roles those worlds can play in people’s lives. 
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5.3. Quentin Coldwater’s Quest for Meaning: Uses and Dangers 
of Escapism in The Magicians 

“If we believe some of the most celebrated parables of world literature, losing one-
self in a book, or in any kind of virtual reality, is a hazard for the health of the mind,” 
muses Ryan in the introduction of her Narrative as Virtual Reality (2001, 10; also 2015, 
5). She is referring to such iconic literary characters as Don Quixote and Emma 
Bovary, both of whose grasp on reality is depicted to seriously slip as a consequence 
of getting immersed into too many chivalric romances and romance novels, respec-
tively. Into this illustrious company of fictional victims of popular culture, The Magi-
cians introduces Quentin Coldwater, a depressed teenager who, on the brink of adult-
hood, is still obsessed with his childhood favorite book series, Fillory and Further, a 
stand-in for The Chronicles of Narnia. These books about five English siblings who 
“find their way into the secret world of Fillory, where they have adventures and 
explore magical lands and defend the gentle creatures who live there against the var-
ious forces that menace them” (Magicians, 7) are established from the beginning to 
be for Quentin “where he went when he couldn’t deal with the real world. Which 
was a lot” (ibid.). As I noted in my brief discussion of the character in Chapter 3, 
Quentin suffers from a severe sense of meaninglessness in his outlook to that “real 
world” – an affliction he tries to alleviate by rereading those children’s books over 
and over, but which also appears to result, at least partly, from his unhealthy fixation 
with them. The conventional idea of fantasy-reading as escapist travel to other 
worlds is evoked early on, and it is not subtle: 

It was almost like the Fillory books – especially the first one, The World in the Walls – 
were about reading itself. When the oldest Chatwin, melancholy Martin, opens the 
cabinet of the grandfather clock that stands in a dark, narrow back hallway in his 
aunt’s house and slips through into Fillory […], it’s like he’s opening the covers of a 
book, but a book that did what books always promised to do and never actually quite 
did: get you out, really out, of where you were and into somewhere better. 

[…] In Fillory things mattered in a way they didn’t in this world. In Fillory you 
felt the appropriate emotions when things happened. Happiness was a real, actual, 
achievable possibility. It came when you called. Or no, it never left you in the first 
place. (Magicians, 8). 

From this passage, it is quite easy to deduce that, in fact, The Magicians is also prom-
ising to be a novel “about reading itself,” with Quentin’s escapist yearning to lose 
himself into a fantasy world established as major part of his personality. For him, 
those Fillory books are not just old, fairly didactic children’s stories promoting dated 
early-20th-century values – as a reader with even cursory familiarity with The Chronicles 
of Narnia would presume them to be – but portals to another world. In his reading, 
accordingly, things matter and emotions are appropriate in Fillory not because they 
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are designed to make coherent narrative sense as part of lessons the author wishes 
to teach children, but simply because they occur in Fillory. In his tendency to ap-
proach that storybook realm as if it was a real place, indeed more real than his drab 
existence in Brooklyn (cf. Hassler-Forest 2016, 31), Quentin therefore appears some-
thing like a caricature of an unreasonably naïve, stereotypical fantasy reader who 
takes an imaginary world at face value, as an alternative for his real life, and wants 
nothing more than to get thoroughly and effortlessly “lost in a book” (see Ryan 2015, 
67; cf. Keen 2007, 56). Grossman’s novel thus starts off with readily recognizable 
metafictional reflections on the stereotypical notion of fantasy fiction as a means for 
mindless escapism, and extrapolates from that notion a prolonged exploration of the 
very concept of literary immersion, its implications, usages, failings and dangers.  

The banal cognitive metaphor of reading as travel to other worlds gets literalized, 
somewhat, when Quentin is unexpectedly invited to take the entrance exam to the 
magical college of Brakebills and passes, getting initiated to a secret world of magi-
cians hidden within his mundane world; he does not get to enter this world’s version 
of Narnia, but he does get something like Hogwarts, which, for him, is the next best 
thing. He expects his admittance to this school of magic to be nothing short of life-
changing, seeing it as an opportunity to literally step inside a new, magical world that 
will instantly give his life a deeper meaning: 

In Brooklyn reality had been empty and meaningless – whatever inferior stuff it was 
made of, meaning had refused to adhere to it. Brakebills was different. It mattered. 
Meaning – is that what magic was? – was everywhere here. The place was crawling 
with it. […] It wasn’t Fillory, but it would do. (Magicians, 51)  

Quentin wholly expects that when he begins his magical training, his life will start to 
make sense. For him, a magical world is, by definition, a place where stories happen 
(cf. Ekman & Taylor 2016, 8; Wolf 2012, 17): a place where an individual’s life un-
folds into a story which flows into a grander story, infusing both the life and the 
world meaning in terms of each other (cf. Hume 1984, 121; Tolkien 2013, xiii–xiv). 
Quentin accordingly feels like an inverse Pinocchio, like “he’d been turned from a 
real boy into something else” (Magicians, 51), that is, into a fantasy character, the 
protagonist of his own adventure. Stereotypically, the hero of this kind of portal 
fantasy – a subgenre that is often, as Mendlesohn points out, aimed at younger au-
diences (2008, 1) – begins their story in a miserable situation and, upon entering a 
magical world, gets a chance to grow, learn new skills, gain confidence, get to truly 
know themselves and find their place in the world. Such a bildungsroman-esque 
hero’s journey is indeed what awaits the shunned and abused Harry Potter at Hog-
warts and the Blitz-evacuee Pevensie children in Narnia, and what the Chatwins ex-
perience in Quentin’s beloved Fillory books. The parallel between Brakebills and 
Hogwarts is not lost on Quentin, a gratuitously genre-aware protagonist who, 
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together with his similarly savvy classmates, frequently references Harry Potter in their 
conversations.131 Accordingly, he expects to get a similar coming-of-age story him-
self, believing that a magical world to adventure in will automatically make him a 
happy, heroic, well-adjusted person.  

Essentially, then, Quentin’s perception of the hidden magical world being more 
meaningful than Brooklyn is tied to a sense of it being less “real” and more like a 
world of fiction – something to which he can immerse himself, letting it take him on 
an adventure. After the initial shine of Brakebills wears off, however, he is in for 
another disappointment. It turns out that learning magic is hard and tedious work 
(Magicians, 67); that Quentin does not in fact even know what he is doing it for (ibid., 
85); that bad things still happen to innocent people for no reason (ibid., 145); and 
that his new group of friends is not the close-knit band of true companions he had 
thought it to be, but full of internal tensions, rivalry and bitterness (ibid., 237–238). 
Moreover, Quentin himself does not turn into a hero just by becoming a magician – 
he is still the same “irritable, unpleasant, unhappy person” (ibid., 77) he was back in 
Brooklyn. His studies at Brakebills are not automatically part of any big, meaningful 
tale, and it becomes progressively harder for him to believe in “the story he told 
himself about his life there, a narrative as carefully constructed and reverently main-
tained as Fillory and Further” (ibid., 239). What disappoints him the most is that 
there is a serious shortage of epic quests to be had in the hidden world of magicians: 
“This wasn’t Fillory, where there was some magical war to be fought. There was no 
Watcherwoman to be rooted out, no great evil to be vanquished, and without that 
everything else seemed so mundane and penny-ante” (ibid., 258–259). In short, 
Quentin gradually realizes that the new world he has found it is not going to sort his 
life into a neat, meaningful story for him. 

After Quentin graduates from Brakebills, what ensues next is the exaggeratedly 
nihilistic Manhattan sequence I briefly discussed in Chapter 3, where the character’s 
mood disorder hits him in full force. What Quentin keeps thinking as “the real 
world” appears to him a noisy mess of empty signifiers, a version of postmodernist 
hyperreality: “[e]very conceivable surface was plastered with words – concert post-
ers, billboards, graffiti, maps, signs, warning labels, alternate-side parking regulations 
– but none of it meant anything” (Magicians, 276). In this depthless world with “noth-
ing to hang on to” (ibid., 289) Quentin loses all sense of purpose and even person-
hood, mindlessly doing whatever occurs to him; even if his desire to escape such 
pointlessness into Fillory has been presented as a rather childish preoccupation and 
his expectations for Brakebills hopelessly naïve, this alternative outlook to the world 

 
131 Grossman has himself stated that he “just thought it  was realist ic” that if the 
mundane world in The Magic ians is  to stand in for “our world,” then “the characters 
[…] all should have read Harry Potter” – also pointing out: “Like Hermione hasn’t 
read the Narnia books a million times! But she never talks about it” (2011).  
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seems to be far worse. He is only jolted out from his nihilistic stupor when an op-
portunity for the ultimate, literal feat of escapism presents itself; an old classmate 
shows up bearing the incredible news that the storybook world of Fillory is real, and 
that he has found magical means to travel there. After getting over his initial skepti-
cism, Quentin is elated: 

This was what they’d been waiting for. […] A bleary grin kept smearing itself across 
his face, and the years fell away from him like layers of dead skin. They weren’t wasted 
years exactly, he could never say that, but they were years in which, in spite of all his 
amazing gifts, he’d been conscious of somehow not quite getting the gift he wanted. 
Enough to get by on. Sure. But this, this was everything. Now the present had a 
purpose, and the future had a purpose, and even the past, their whole lives, retroac-
tively, had meaning. Now they knew what it was for. (ibid. 321) 

The revelation that he can literally travel to Fillory seems to Quentin to organize his 
whole life into a coherent narrative where everything has purpose after all; suddenly, 
his life so far makes narrative sense as a sequence of events that have led towards 
this moment. This epiphany resembles that of Thorn in The Shattered Sea: just like she 
sees her duel with Grom-gil-Gorm as the climax towards which her whole story has 
been building, Quentin thinks this chance to travel to Fillory in the footsteps of the 
Chatwin children marks a pivotal moment, the beginning of his real story. The mo-
ment appears steeped in meaning and purpose to him because it is familiar from the 
fantasy stories he tries to emulate in his life; for the reader, however, it may well be 
apparent at this point that the character is deluding himself. After all, Quentin’s ex-
pectations for Fillory closely resemble his initial ones for Brakebills – there seems to 
already be a pattern of him having these kinds of revelations and then being upset 
when the glorious adventure he wants fails to materialize.  

The world of The Magicians, as a whole, is easy to configure into a metafictional, 
somewhat parodic fantasy world designed to clash with the narrative expectations of 
the characters. Its humor and its thematic significance as a model for organizing a 
reality both stem from the ironic contrast between the stories Quentin and his simi-
larly delusional friends think they have landed in and the events they end up actually 
going through; as Quentin’s smartest friend Alice puts it: “This is not a story! It’s 
just one fucking thing after another!” (Magicians, 365). Fillory, it turns out, is not a 
fun storybook world but a fairly bleak and violent place where, despite all the water 
nymphs, talking bears and other charming whimsical features, horrible things still 
keep happening for no good reason. Moreover, the new, even more magical world 
still does not come with a well-organized quest narrative, so actually being in Fillory 
involves a lot more tedious slogging through marshy forest and far fewer opportu-
nities for heroics than Quentin expected. Having already deemed becoming a story-
book hero in Fillory to be his life’s purpose, the underwhelming experience gives 
him a self-reflective fit of panic:  
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It was just so weird, he thought sadly. Why now, when it was actually happening, did 
the seductions of Fillory feel so crude and unwanted? Its groping hands so clumsy? 
He thought he’d left this feeling behind long ago in Brooklyn, or at least at Brakebills. 
How could it have followed him here, of all places? How far did he have to run? If 
Fillory failed him he would have nothing left! A wave of frustration and panic surged 
through him. He had to get rid of it, break the pattern! Or maybe this was different, 
maybe there really was something off here. Maybe the hollowness was in Fillory, not 
in him. (ibid., 378) 

Here, the pattern Quentin’s life has been forming is made explicit: he lives in a con-
stant cycle of fierce hope and disillusionment, expecting to always find the purpose 
of his life in the next wonderful fantasy world and being frustrated by the feelings of 
meaninglessness that stubbornly follow him everywhere. The idea of fantasy worlds 
as places of escapist travel, already literalized by Quentin’s excursions into Brakebills 
and Fillory, is emphatically foregrounded here with the character’s acknowledgement 
that he is literally running from something, and cast in quite a critical light in the 
process. For all Quentin’s desperate protestations that there must be something 
wrong with Fillory, his failing search of meaning ultimately amounts to a commen-
tary on the futility of literary escapism: he cannot escape his sense of meaninglessness 
into Fillory because the flaw is not in any of his many worlds but in his own percep-
tion of and attitude towards them. Quentin perceives his problem to be that the 
worlds he lives in are never good enough – however, it is quite obvious that his actual 
problem is his lack of sincere engagement with any world he encounters, magical or 
not. He keeps expecting these worlds to just grab and ravish him and keep him en-
tertained (cf. Wolf 2012, 17), with minimal effort at trying to actually connect with 
or care for them on his own part. In the common usage of the concept of literary 
escapism, this is more or less the passive attitude the reader is expected to have (e. 
g. Jackson 1981, 33; see Ryan 2015, 6); when the escape to a fantasy world is turned 
literal, however, it looks absurd.  

As a literalization of the concept of immersion more generally, Quentin’s contin-
uing sense of alienation can also read as a critical metaliterary reflection on the whole 
idea that worlds of fiction are simply places into which readers can lose themselves. 
A large part of Quentin’s problem with Fillory, and Brakebills before it, seems to be 
that while he repeatedly pictures himself as a character entering stories that await 
him, he actually approaches these worlds like a reader of fiction: he fails to take them 
entirely seriously as real places. Instead of going native in Fillory, accepting it as a 
real world in its own terms (cf. Mendlesohn 2008, 112), he only takes it as if it was 
real, as a space that has been created for his imaginative play (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 64; 
Ryan 2019a, 438) – and there is a clear and significant difference between these per-
ceptions. Quentin’s inability to care for Fillory, in other words, seems to stem from 
an unshakeable sense of fictionality that world holds for him, as the setting of his favorite 
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books. The god of Fillory, an intertextual stand-in for Aslan who manifests as a giant 
ram, explicitly calls him out on his flawed attitude: 

“I am sorry you came here,” Ember said. “Children of Earth. No one asked you to 
come. I am sorry that our world is not the paradise you were looking for. But it was 
not created for your entertainment, Fillory” – the old ram’s jowls shook – “is not a 
theme park, for you and your friends to play dress-up in, with swords and crowns.” 
(Magicians, 428) 

The god’s rebuke denounces Quentin and his friends as entitled tourists who treat 
his world as if it existed for their pleasure, and its native inhabitants as props and 
actors in their grand escapades; they pursue heroic quests in Fillory not in an earnest 
effort to make the world better but out of a selfish desire to feel special. By literaliz-
ing the reading-as-travel metaphor, The Magicians thus estranges the commonplace 
implications in the ideas of literary immersion and escapism themselves. If a world 
of fiction was actually a place one could visit, the novel can be taken to suggest here, 
treating it as if it was designed to entertain that visitor, like readers of fiction do, 
would be incredibly disrespectful. This exaggeratedly literal take on the reading-as-
traveling metaphor, then, highlights the profound difference between visiting real 
places and visiting worlds of fiction – the fact that the latter actually do exist for the 
reader’s enjoyment. Therefore, it provides the reader a model by which to question 
the notion that worlds of fiction can really be treated as entirely similar cognitive 
environments to the world outside fiction. Quentin’s “immersion” into Fillory, literal 
and fully embodied as it is, is also noticeably tangled up with a profound sense of 
fictionality, his experience of it moderated by expectations of well-curated narrative 
organization. That is indeed the very reason he initially finds Fillory so compelling, 
as opposed to the “real” world; he assumes the former exists for a discernible pur-
pose, while the latter does not.    

When it comes to configuring the multi-dimensional ontology of The Magicians 
into a whole, this same acute sense of fictionality is liable to be heightened in the 
reader’s interpretation of any of Quentin’s three worlds. Along with the protagonist, 
they can hardly avoid making sense of Brakebills in terms of Hogwarts, and perhaps 
also by comparing it with other famous wizarding schools like Roke of The Earthsea 
Cycle and Unseen University of Discworld. Fillory, in turn, blatantly invites intertextual 
comparison with not only Narnia but also with other similarly whimsical worlds of 
children’s literature, like Wonderland, Neverland and the Land of Oz; in The Magi-
cian’s Land, it is also revealed to be “a flat whorled disk, in a crowd of stars, balanced 
on a tottering tower of turtles like in Dr. Seuss” (322), in a clear shout-out to both 
the directly alluded Yertle the Turtle (1958) and the Discworld series. Even more gratu-
itously than The Shattered Sea, Grossman’s trilogy thus positions itself into a conver-
sation with the fantasy genre, and especially children’s fantasy, making the literary 
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context of the work an all but unavoidable foil for the imaginary world. If metafic-
tional games of signification were indeed antithetical to immersion, The Magicians 
would therefore be something like anti-immersive fantasy – but that is, of course, 
not the case. Via such games, Grossman’s work simply helps the reader to observe 
that they immerse themselves into this fantasy world in a similar way Quentin tries 
to immerse himself in Fillory: cognizant that they are engaging with a literary artefact that is 
designed to mean and communicate something, rather than simply exist as an imag-
inary place (cf. Roine 2016, 33). It makes the fictionality of the whole mimetic pro-
cess conspicuous as such, and reflects it in the protagonist’s perception of Fillory for 
a good measure.  

In both Quentin’s view of the world and the reader’s attempt to grasp it together 
into a coherent system, then, the bulk of the world’s meaning does prominently stem 
from its profound artifice. The experimental ontology of The Magicians, on the whole, 
affords speculative lines of inquiry about the influence fictions have in our attempts 
to make sense of new worlds we encounter, both in fiction and our daily lives. By 
configuring this model and negotiating it with the world outside, the reader may, for 
example, pause to examine the ways their own perception of worlds both inside and 
outside fiction may be enmeshed in a web of other fictions, even if not quite as 
excessively or dangerously so as Quentin’s. The perspective-taking afforded by this 
metafictional ontology can therefore afford speculation about the complexities of 
fictional response to reality in general, potentially helping the reader to question their 
habitual notions of fiction as a means for either depicting or escaping reality. Instead, 
they might entertain an alternative conception of fiction as a tool for giving significance 
and sense of purpose to reality – a way to add something to the world, to expand it beyond 
the physical realm, the ordinary and the everyday (cf. Oziewicz 2017). In this sense, 
the reader can fruitfully use this piece of literal narratology as an instrument for in-
quiring about the mimetic functions and purposes of fiction by and large. In such 
inquiries, Quentin himself can serve as a hyperbolic model for a 21st-century reader, 
with his over-reliance on narrative sense-making and his outlook to fictions as gate-
ways to a more meaningful existence: a personification of the contemporary human 
condition. 

The heart of Quentin’s dilemma, as it comes across in my reading, is that he 
cannot perceive anything as both real and meaningful simultaneously. His perception 
of his worlds is always mediated by either a sense of fictionality or an ironic detach-
ment, both of which come in the way of sincere engagements with those worlds. In 
this, he might be considered something like a prototypical metamodernist subject, yearning 
for a profound connection with the world – or any world – but unable to take any-
thing entirely seriously, constantly oscillating between hopelessly misguided idealism 
and debilitating cynicism (cf. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 2). Quentin’s quest 
for a meaningful existence, in Fillory or the “real world,” continues through the two 
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sequels of The Magicians, at last culminating in him learning to truly love Fillory for 
its own sake, and eventually becoming a creator of worlds himself. He can be seen 
to gradually transform from a naïve, passive reader seeking easy immersion into a 
creative agent willing to put in some constructive interpretive work. In the climax of 
The Magician’s Land, he even literally puts Fillory back together after an apocalypse 
somewhat similar to that of Narnia in The Last Battle has torn it to pieces – explicitly 
reflecting that “[h]e was no longer Fillory’s reader; he had become its author” (382). 
Quentin does get his coming-of-age story and finds a sense of meaningful purpose, 
then, in the end, but only after he starts caring for his worlds rather than expecting 
them to take care of him.  

On the whole, this reading of Grossman’s work takes its cues from the copious 
metafictional affordances of the story, but admittedly extrapolates from them rather 
far-reaching lines of inquiry. While the devices of this work of fantasy are laid about 
as bare as they get (cf. Shklovsky 1065b, 57), quite effortlessly facilitating a reading 
that treats it as a meta-fantasy of sorts for any skilled reader of the genre, I probably 
take such an interpretation further here than an average reader would be inclined to 
do. In fact, I have deliberately approached The Magicians in this analysis as a veritable 
theory of fiction (cf. Waugh 1984, 2) – a work of literal narratology in a very true sense 
of the term – employing the very theories of immersion, fictionality, world-building 
and postmodernism this thesis engages with as an outside-world foil that informs 
my efforts to grasp its world together into a meaningful whole. What this choice of 
reading strategy is primarily meant to demonstrate is that, as a self-reflective work of 
fantasy that effortlessly reads as a story about stories, The Magicians fairly easily lends 
itself to be used as this kind of vehicle for narratological inquiry. Its literalization of 
various core concepts of the field into features of the strange metafictional ontology 
of its imaginary world enables the reader, if they are so inclined, to use it as a means 
for rethinking their received notions of terms like immersion and literary mimesis, 
and potentially note some blind spots and unfounded assumptions hiding in those 
notions in the process (see McHale 2018, 329). Therefore, Grossman’s work of 
meta-fantasy exaggerates further the quality of fantasy fiction that makes it an intri-
guing narratological challenge in the first place: its potential to put on display inner 
workings of all fiction. 

On a less narrowly conceptual level, a metafictionally oriented reading of The Ma-
gicians can lead the reader to reflect on their own act of reading itself, paying attention 
to the artifice of their attempts to configure the imaginary world – and perhaps, on 
a broader scale, a similar artifice involved in grasping together any coherent version 
of reality. Similarly to Abercrombie and Jemisin’s works discussed earlier, it can thus 
afford the reader an opportunity to entertain new ideas about the role of fiction, and 
stories in general, in constituting the world we navigate in our daily lives, seeing them 
as part of that world rather than something superfluous or alternative to it. All the 
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works discussed in this chapter, each in its own way, model experimental versions 
of reality where human existence as part of the world is thoroughly and literally en-
tangled in storytelling. In all these worlds, stories come across as means for extending 
reality beyond the ordinary, shaping it into a graspable form, orienting oneself within 
it and experiencing it as meaningful, for both the characters and the reader interpret-
ing the imaginary world. These stories might be presented as unreliable tools for 
making sense of the world like the songs of The Shattered Sea, or liable to be weapon-
ized like the master narratives of The Broken Earth, or bad models for one’s life 
choices like the children’s portal fantasies Quentin is obsessed with – but they are 
inextricably part of the fabric of the humanly graspable reality as modeled by these 
fantasy worlds, for better and for worse (cf. Meretoja 2014, 177). 

All of these works afford speculative inquiries about the power of narrative, and 
the potential uses and dangers of that power, by modeling experimental ontologies 
where the idea of storytelling as a world-creating or world-shaping activity can be 
taken more or less literally, or at least examined in highly tangible form. They thus 
render the very idea of world as a narrative construction available for scrutiny, es-
tranging it in a way that feels highly topical amidst the current storytelling boom. 
Aside from raising questions about how such a constructed world would work, what 
living in it would entail and how it could be made better or worse, the various ways 
The Shattered Sea, The Broken Earth and The Magicians thematize storytelling also all 
foreground the quality of these works as stories. Abercrombie and Grossman’s 
works do this mainly via their genre-conscious intertextual play, the former utilizing 
highly recognizable character archetypes and narrative formulas, the latter with co-
pious amount of overt allusions; Jemisin’s trilogy, in turn, achieves a similar sense of 
narrative artifice to its world through its metareferential framing as a story told by 
one character to another. By encouraging the reader to conduct speculative thought 
experiments on storytelling as a means for navigating reality, or a powerful force for 
shaping it, they all also open themselves up to similar scrutiny – as tools for organizing and 
interpreting the world in which they exist as artworks.  

I already noted this self-reflective interrogation of the power of fiction in conclu-
sion to my analysis of The Broken Earth, which, as the most overtly political work in 
my corpus, lends itself easily to be read as a story that aspires to contribute towards 
a more just and sustainable future for the world outside itself – to make that hopeful 
commitment to a more ethical world, “however untenable that may be” (Gibbons 
2015, 31) which proponents of metamodernism associate with the 21st-century cul-
tural moment (also Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 5; Corsa 2018, 252–253). The 
Buried Giant, as my analysis in Chapter 3 demonstrates, makes a similar commitment: 
it presents a fantasy world that renders interrelations of historical memory, trauma 
and storytelling examinable in a universal and conceptual manner, while foreground-
ing the fictionality of the scenario in order to keep its own potential power to distort 
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readerly perceptions of actual history in check (also Kraatila 2019). The Shattered Sea, 
in turn, can be read as an encouragement to reimagine the world outside as a bit 
more enchanted place than one usually gives it credit for, full of wonders, heroes 
and grand adventures. By juxtaposing the fantasy genre with the oral tradition of the 
imaginary world, casting it into a similar role as a storytelling tradition by which to 
make sense of that world, Abercrombie’s trilogy inquires about the power of fantasy 
itself to infuse our mundane everyday reality with a bit of magic (cf. Hume 1984, 43; 
Attebery 1992, 27–28; Oziewicz 2017) – tempered, of course, with the recurring ad-
age that one should not put too much store in songs. The Magicians, finally, can po-
tentially invite the reader to reflect on their habitual ideas of fantasy worlds as places 
of escapist adventures and, by confronting them with implications of such an atti-
tude, open up possibilities for self-reflection about what they seek from fiction and 
why (cf. Huber 2014, 49).  

All of these four works, then, thematize the power, uses and dangers of storytell-
ing in ways that suggest potential uses for themselves as fiction as well; as such, they 
partake in the 21st-century quest for the distinction and purpose of fiction in general, 
inquiring about contributions fiction can make to the contemporary world, as well 
as the practical and ethical pitfalls of fictional response to reality and how to avoid 
them. While the contributions they make to that quest are, as the list above readily 
shows, wildly variable, they all readily offer themselves up as vehicles for speculative 
inquiries about the world outside – something the reader can use to make meaningful 
sense of that world, to expand its boundaries, or to navigate it more mindfully. In 
their self-reflective thematization of storytelling, these works of 21st-century fantasy 
not only draw attention to stories as mediators of human experience of worlds and 
powerful tools for shaping those worlds, but also expose their own quality as such media-
tors and tools. In the next chapter, I explore these suggestions of instrumentality at 
length, by approaching these works of fantasy as means for the reader to engage with 
theorizing about reality via speculative thought experiments. In particular, I will ap-
proach such inducement of speculation as a means for contemporary fantasy to 
make that metamodernist commitment to an irrepresentable and elusive reality – to 
reinvent mimesis, by the route of theorizing about how the world out there could be 
reorganized and, perhaps, how it might be made better. 
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6. SPECULATING FOR A BETTER REALITY: 
INSTRUMENTALITY AND PLAYFULNESS OF 
FANTASY WORLDS 

In the previous two chapters, I have discussed the fantasy worlds of Abercrombie, 
Grossman, Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works as models for organizing a world, as an 
entity, along a new pattern. In Chapter 4, I focused on the global-scale perspective-
taking that grasping such a model together entails; in Chapter 5, I followed up on 
that with a discussion of how these global-scale models are visibly steeped in narra-
tive artifice, interrogating their own quality as artworks through their prominent the-
matization of storytelling. In both of these sets of readings, I paid attention to the 
ways the ontological orientation and metafictional affordances of fantasy world-
building provide the reader opportunities to hone their perceptual skills: specifically, 
their ability to think globally and their sensitivity to the ways interpreting worlds is 
entangled in narrative forms. The key takeaway from all the readings conducted in 
these chapters is that all these intricately crafted imaginary worlds both model an alter-
native way of organizing a reality and estrange the reader’s own perceptual and co-creative agency 
as the one doing the organizing, or conducting the negotiations between the world 
inside fiction and its foil outside. The resulting fantasy worlds are therefore conspic-
uous as both products of interpretation and means for interpreting the world outside 
– vehicles for conducting theories about that world. The process of configuring a fantasy 
world is, in this sense, an exercise in such theory-building – it trains the reader’s skills 
at entertaining different versions of reality, encouraging them to be open to new 
ideas and flexible in their conceptions of what constitutes the “real world.” 

In this concluding chapter of this part, I explore in depth the implications of such 
theory-building exercises as responses to reality – or speculation as a form of mime-
sis. Building on the earlier analyses, I reflect on the ways configuring the imaginary 
worlds of The Shattered Sea, The Magicians, The Buried Giant and The Broken Earth en-
gages the reader to experiment with new conceptions of and outlooks to the world 
outside, and how this exercise in speculative thinking can help them navigate that 
world and grasp it together, in turn, in a mindful and skillful manner. I also tie this 
conception of speculative response to reality more closely to the pragmatist notion 
of fiction as a means for shaping our shared world – or, as I would put it, the idea 
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of mimesis as commitment and contribution to reality – and therefore engage more explicitly 
with the reconsideration of the very purpose of fiction that has mostly followed the 
rethinking of mimesis as its implicit shadow in this study so far. In this part of my 
study, as I acknowledged in the beginning, I have chosen to entertain the currently 
prevalent pragmatist faith in the power of fiction (see Huber 2014, 41) as a useful 
and versatile tool; a tool by which the reader can, for example, reorder their percep-
tion of reality (e. g. Caracciolo 2012, 372; Meretoja 2017, 3), gain a critical self-un-
derstanding of their own perceptual agency (e. g. Noë 2015, 101–102) or challenge 
stifling and oppressive versions of reality (e. g. Oziewicz 2017). Such pragmatic pur-
poses are, in numerous theories of the 21st-century movement beyond postmodern-
ism, suggested as means for fiction to “return to the real” after deconstruction. In 
this last chapter, it is time to take a closer look at how the speculative approach to 
world-configuration afforded by fantasy fiction can serve such mimetic goals. 

As I have stated before, my choice to take the leap of faith concerning the use-
fulness of fiction – and fantasy in particular – to the wider world is tempered by 
skepticism over some more far-reaching implications of such faith. First of all, I stop 
short of assuming that fiction is an effective tool for persuading the reader to adopt 
new beliefs (cf. e. g. Eshelman 2008, 36–37; Cameron 2015, 31–32) or making them 
a more empathetic person (cf. e. g. Nussbaum 2010, 7; Kitt & Castano 2013), at least 
consistently or predictably (see Keen 2020, 5). I also hesitate to overstate the poten-
tial of fiction to galvanize people into beneficial action on global crises like climate 
change (cf. e. g. DiPaolo 2018, 2); in fact, I share Timothy Clark’s worry that exag-
gerating the importance of fiction for such pursuits may even “run the risk of con-
solidating a kind of diversionary side-show” that distracts from more important ac-
tions that should be taken (2015, 21; also Raipola 2019a, 9). Most importantly for 
the purposes of this study, even though my analyses in the previous chapters do 
skew towards rather instrumentalizing notions of what the exercises in global-scale 
perspective-taking and self-reflection can do for the reader, I have strived to not lose 
sight of the fact that reading fantasy is, first and foremost, fun.  

Any fiction, obviously enough, is never just a means to an end – I would defend 
the argument that it is actually one of the core tenets of fictionality that it exists for 
no obvious singular purpose (see Mildorf 2019, 465). This is also, I gather, roughly 
what Noë means by his portrayal of art as a “strange tool” or “useless technology” 
(2015, 64): it is precisely its lacks an apparent utility that challenges us “to come up 
with our own answer” as to what it might be for (ibid., 101). Such a question – “what 
is this world for?” – lies at the heart of the speculative reading strategy. Given the 
amount of creative leeway that configuring a fantasy world affords the reader, and 
the resulting heightened sense of interpretive ambiguity, the challenge for the reader 
to ask what the imaginary world “means” as an artefact is that much more pro-
nounced and personal. These models for a reality would therefore be, I think, poor 
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tools for getting any particular message across (see Landy 2012, 181–182), but are 
great ones for inviting the reader to conduct their own lines of inquiry. The Buried 
Giant for example, as noted before, would be an unsatisfactory analogy for actual 
historical traumas, but the world it models opens up several intriguing opportunities 
for experimenting with ideas about limits of historical knowledge, narrative con-
struction of the past and the ways human beings can share a common world, among 
other things.  

On the whole, as I noted when discussing the concept of speculation in the in-
troduction of this study, I consider a certain tension between a sense of instrumentality and 
a sense of play a distinctive characteristic of literary speculation, as opposed to, say, 
economic forecasts on the one hand, or mere daydreaming on the other (see 
Polvinen 2012, 104; Roine 2020, 9–10). To use a fantasy world as a vehicle for spec-
ulative experimentation, one must assume that it can be used to generate some 
broadly applicable insight into the world outside – but also that the creative process 
of world-configuration is, as per “conventional understandings of play” (Sicart 2014, 
16; also Harvey 2015, 8; Goggin 2020), autotelic and open-ended, sufficing for its 
own reward regardless of any conclusions the reader might draw from it.132 The 
highly personal and playful quality of literary speculation has led some scholars, like 
Cameron, to consider engagements with fantasy and science fiction an “improved” 
form of the kinds of thought experiments typical to analytical philosophy (2015, 30–
31); one that gets the reader more deeply involved with the ideas presented than 
minimalist philosophical scenarios like the Trolley Problem or the Violinist ever 
could. John de Smedt and Helen de Cruz, similarly, argue that compared to those 
scenarios, fiction allows for richer exploration of philosophical positions because it 
“elicits transportation by drawing readers emotionally into a story and reduces the 
need for cognitive closure” (2015, 59) – in other words, because it is personal, ambig-
uous and open-ended.  

Both of these accounts cast the playful, autotelic quality of fiction as a means for 
getting the reader more profoundly engaged with the exercise in speculative thinking. 
On the other hand, the same ambiguity and open-endedness has prompted philoso-
phers Tobias Klauk (2011, 33) and David Egan (2016, 142) to contest that fiction 
should not be thought of in terms of thought experiments at all – or at least, not 
likened to the kinds of experiments in analytical philosophy, which, according to 
them, tend to be purely instrumental means for posing a particular question or mak-
ing a specific argument. Klauk maintains, accordingly, that “as long as we do not 
want to claim that one of literature’s central aims is to provide other disciplines with 
scenarios, we should not say that literature usually conducts thought experiments” 
(2011, 36); Egan, in the same vein, is concerned that viewing fiction in such terms 

 
132 The idea of play as autotelic activity goes back to Immanuel Kant’s Critique of 
Judgment (1790) and Johan Huizinga’s seminal Homo Ludens (1938).  
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“sees the real value of the work of literature in the epistemic achievements it helps 
us towards” (2016, 148). In short, they both oppose the excessively instrumentalizing 
outlook to fiction that this conceptualization suggests.  

While I find Klauk and Egan’s definition of thought experiment unnecessarily 
narrow, I am inclined to agree on the point that approaching works of fiction purely 
as vehicles for gaining insight to the world outside risks paying more attention to 
what fiction should be good for than its specificity as an artform. This is particularly 
true in the 21st-century world where, as I concluded in Part I, pragmatist theories of 
fiction abound and storytelling is routinely assigned significant instrumental potential 
and value. In the scholarship of the genres commonly grouped under the umbrella 
designation of “speculative fiction,” the idea of such fiction as device for learning 
some useful insight or skills is perhaps particularly prevalent, or at least particularly 
long-standing. Fantasy and science fiction are, after all, commonly celebrated as 
means for gaining a new, critical outlook to things in the outside world one used to 
take for granted (e. g. Suvin 2016a, 15; Parrinder 2000, 8; Rayment 2014, 17–18), or 
for broadening of the readers’ horizons to encompass a broader and more nuanced 
vision of the world than the stifling confines of the positivist worldview or human-
scale reality (e. g. Gomel 2014a, xiii; Keeley 2015, 175; Oziewicz 2017; Kortekallio 
2020, 17). There is, of course, nothing particularly unique in these extolled benefits 
of speculative genres, especially in the current situation where the hermeneutically 
oriented conception of fiction as a means for critical reinterpretation of reality has 
become commonplace (see Meretoja 2015, 26). As my survey of theories of contem-
porary storytelling in Chapter 3 shows, these are quite common proposals for the 
value of fiction in an irrepresentable world.  

However, the very concept of speculative fiction implicitly assigns the genres 
huddling under the umbrella some instrumental purpose, and even instrumental 
value, in these terms: they are cast as means for rethinking our received notions of 
reality or, in some particularly instrumentalizing accounts on science fiction, predict-
ing or even providing “actionable information” (Winstead 2017, 228) about possible, 
probable or plausible futures (also Atwood 2011, 6; Dunne & Raby 2014, 2–3). These 
latter conceptions of literary speculation especially assign it highly tangible instru-
mentality – and are, in my view, somewhat overzealous in their expectations of what 
such fiction should do for its readers. This kind of extremely instrumental specula-
tion is, of course, not compatible with the worlds configured in fantasy fiction – or 
arguably, for that matter, most science fiction – but even setting aside the most ex-
treme claims for utility, there is the implication that speculative fiction is valuable 
because it stimulates critical thinking. Elana Gomel, for one, spells this notion out 
in her assertation that the “greatness” of such fiction is “that it makes one think 
rather than emote and that it respects the reader’s capacity to buckle the book’s 
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argument and to come up with alternatives of his/her own” (2014a, ix).133 I find the 
latter part of this statement compelling, being also myself of the mind that what 
makes this sort of fiction great is the plurality of different avenues for open-ended 
speculative inquiries it can open up for the reader. The privileging of “thinking” over 
“emoting,” however, looks to me like an echo of Brecht’s modernist creed that art, 
in his case theatre, “should appeal not to the emotion of the spectator, but to his 
rationality” (2003, 88; cf. Keen 2007, 56), suggesting that the value of speculative 
stories lies in the workout they give to the reader’s critical faculties.  

As such, overstating the value of speculative storytelling as a vehicle for critical 
thinking partakes, intentionally or not, in the same Great Divide between useful in-
tellectual challenges and useless pastimes that pits learning something from fiction 
against enjoying it (cf. Ryan 2019a, 437), and lies behind the false dichotomy between 
self-reflection and immersion. Emotional engagement, immersive experiences and 
the fun to be had with fiction are thus cast as at most auxiliary parts of the exercises 
in critical thinking; for example, Cameron, De Smedt and De Cruz, above, seem to 
consider them just means for getting the reader more personally and profoundly 
involved in the thought experiments. A similar, fairly serious-minded outlook to the 
potential benefits of fantasy-reading can probably be detected from my own readings 
in this study. In part, this is due to the pragmatist idea of 21st-century fiction as a 
means for contributing to a better reality I have engaged with on the latter half of 
this study; in another part, it is an incidental byproduct of my attempt to conceptu-
alize fantasy worlds as something more complex than immersive playgrounds for 
vicarious adventures. It would be a gross overcorrection, however, to view the intri-
cately crafted imaginary worlds that emerge from Abercrombie, Grossman, Ishiguro 
and Jemisin’s works as mere props for rethinking the world outside; that would in-
deed be just as reductive as treating them as just places for stories to happen. As 
Roine notes, “the possibility of analysing speculation in its distinctly fictional form 
is diminished if we simply look for its relevance in the dealings with real people and 
real world” (2016, 12). 

That is why I have attempted, in the two previous chapters, to pay attention to 
the ways configuring these worlds is also fun and rewarding for its own sake. As I 
noted several times in passing in Part I, after all, fantasy is easy, at least for those 
familiar with the genre and its typical affordances: it does not demand strenuous 
effort at deciphering hidden messages (cf. Krystal 2012) or drawing parallels to the 
outside world (cf. Rayment 2014, 174) in order to feel worthwhile. Even though 
good fantasy, I think, always both invites and rewards attempts to use the world 
inside fiction to rethink one’s conception of the one outside, the imaginary world on 

 
133 Gomel makes this claim about what she  calls “good science fiction” (ibid.) ,  but as 
I see it ,  it  essentially amounts to a statement of the value of speculative thinking in 
general,  regardless of genre tradit ion.  
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which the whole mimetic process pivots remains the focus of interpretation – it does not 
reduce into a mere distorting mirror, or an instrument for some external educational 
or therapeutic purpose. If it did, the “strangeness” of the tool would be lost, so to 
speak, with the notion of instrumental potential or fiction becoming conflated with 
purely instrumental purpose. To reiterate, this same autotelic quality obviously applies 
to all mimetic processes of fiction; however, the way fantasy foregrounds the pivotal, 
configurative stage of these processes makes the tension between playing with im-
aginary worlds and treating fiction as a response to reality that much more promi-
nent. As I noted in the introduction, the ontological orientation of fantasy thus 
serves to estrange mimesis itself, turning the negotiations between the worlds inside 
and outside fiction into a visible, active process, highlighting the complexity of the rela-
tions between fiction and reality.  

An integral part of that perceptual game is a readerly dual outlook to the world 
inside fiction as both something that exists for its own sake and something that exists 
for a purpose (see Frissen et al. 2015, 18; cf. Roine 2016, 33) – a precarious balancing 
act between instrumentality and playfulness which, from my vantage, characterizes 
the speculative attitude towards reality fantasy encourages its reader to assume.134 The 
perception of the instrumental potential of the imaginary world as a model for reor-
ganizing or navigating reality is balanced out by a perception of that same world as 
a plaything of sorts, something to entertain and get entertained by for the sake of the 
experiment and experience itself. The playful approach that configuring a fantasy 
world entails is what makes the models for reality that emerge as a result so mutable 
and ambiguous, and each avenue of speculative inquiry they afford conspicuous as 
an interpretive choice made amongst several alternative ones. According to Miguel 
Sicart, this is exactly what play does, as a position towards reality: it “reambiguates 
the world” and “makes it less formalized, less explained, open to interpretation and 
wonder and manipulation” (2014, 28). Attebery has made a similar point concerning 
the “fundamentally playful” way fantasy, with its recycling of mythic patterns, “en-
courages the reader to see meaning as something unstable and elusive, rather than 
single and self-evident” (2014, 2).  

I have myself advanced a similar argument throughout this study: that fantasy 
casts making sense of worlds as a matter of playful and dynamic interpretation, rather than 
rigid and static knowing, and thus gives the reader an opportunity to develop a more 
flexible and open-minded outlook to different ways of organizing the world outside 
fiction as well. In this sense, of course, the idea of fantasy reading as playful activity 
loops around to bolster the notion of fiction as a means for learning some useful 

 
134 It bears explicating that playfulness, in this context, should not be understood  as 
opposite to “seriousness” (cf.  Ryan 2019a, 437) or relevance to real life; understand-
ing of play in those terms is ,  as I see it ,  another modernist dichotomy (see Frissen et 
al.  2015, 18) or a function of the Great Divide to which this thesis does not s ubscribe. 
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skills, somewhat likening it to the play through with children learn to make sense of 
the world (see Nussbaum 2010, 99; Sicart 2014, 9). In theories of the use of fiction 
that focus on immersive experiences, especially, imaginary worlds are frequently con-
ceptualized as cognitive environments for learning skills through playful make-be-
lieve; Nussbaum and Keen’s notions of fiction as “a venue for exploring difficult 
issues without crippling anxiety” (Nussbaum 2010, 110) or a provider of “safe 
zones” for empathetic perspective-taking (Keen 2007, 4) are good cases in point. 
The playfulness of fiction, its lack of evident outside-world purpose, is in such views 
a useful quality in itself: it is the very reason fiction can afford readers opportunities 
for prolonged and deep engagement with ideas they would not be inclined to enter-
tain at length in non-fictional situations. It is accordingly important to emphasize 
that the tension between instrumentality and playfulness does not equate a dichot-
omy of usefulness and uselessness, or serious and frivolous, or sober and fun.  

Instead, that tension lies in the understanding of the imaginary world, as an art-
work, as simultaneously a model for an external version of reality and a model of an 
alternative world (see McHale 2010, 25–26). This distinction is related, to an extent, 
to Polvinen (e. g. 2016, 24) and Roine’s (2016, 33–34) conceptions of the dual nature 
of imaginary worlds as both artificial constructions and immersive environments, or 
creations that exist both in the outside world as designed artworks and inside the 
fiction as “possibly existing” places (ibid., 18). However, my approach at this point 
focuses not so much on the duality of artifice and immersion in reading fiction as it 
does on the implications this tension has for the mimetic negotiations between the 
worlds inside fiction and its outside-world foil, as different versions of reality. The 
assumption that the imaginary world models for the outside world, offering a con-
tribution towards interpreting it (cf. McHale 2010, 26), is what sets up and drives those 
negotiations; the autotelic quality of the act of configuring the world is what makes 
them come across as negotiations, inducing awareness of the nonhierarchical rela-
tions between the worlds, as well as the creative and interpretive quality of both 
configuring the world and negotiating it with its outside-world foil. The relationship 
between worlds inside and outside fiction that forms as the result of the cycle of 
prefigurative, configurative and refigurative stages of that mimetic process is thus 
mutually ambiguous. As the worlds inside and outside fiction dynamically remake and 
flow into each other, with readerly interpretation mediating between the two at every 
stage, both worlds come across as a matter of conjecture and narratively organized 
sense-making – or speculative renderings of a reality, entertained for the sake of a 
thought experiment. 

The interpretation of reality that emerges as a result is, therefore, conspicuously 
speculative, in the sense that it is provisional on the interpretive process itself. In that prag-
matist or metamodernist fashion, the speculative mimesis of fantasy fiction thus of-
fers a contribution towards a new, potentially beneficial understanding of reality, 
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while simultaneously emphasizing the quality of that understanding as a matter of 
playing with ideas and trying on new perspectives. In essence, then, this speculative 
attitude fantasy encourages in its reader constitutes a reading strategy, founded on 
configuring a world and reflection of the artifice of the whole process, which both 
takes the fiction seriously as a means for gaining a new interpretation of the world 
outside and remains open to what that interpretation might be like, and sensitive to 
the plurality of potential alternative interpretations (cf. Egan 2016, 147–148). This 
kind of balancing act, while prominent in reading fantasy fiction, is of course a per-
fectly available strategy for reading any sort of fiction (cf. McHale 2010, 25). In fact, 
I find that instrumentality and playfulness might be an appropriate addition to van 
den Akker and Vermeulen’s list of poles between which 21st-century metamodernist 
art oscillates: “between irony and enthusiasm, between sarcasm and sincerity, be-
tween eclecticism and purity, between deconstruction and construction” (2017, 11). 
Those other oscillations are, after all, a matter of attitude towards the outside world 
as well, more than anything else – an attitude that contemporary art, broadly speak-
ing, may both afford and expect from its audiences.  

The speculative mimesis, in a nutshell, is a way of fiction to contribute something 
to the reader’s interpretations of reality while encouraging them to remain sensitive 
to the provisional and conjectural quality of that interpretation. As an interpretive 
strategy, it involves using fiction as a means for reorganizing the world outside into 
a better, richer and more nuanced version of itself, while simultaneously regarding 
the engagement itself as an activity with no externally determined purpose. Fantasy, 
and fiction in general, is conceived of as a tool of sorts in this outlook, but one with 
no user manual; the reader must just make of it what they will, without undue con-
cern over whether they are using it right or wrong. In the following three sections of 
this chapter, I explore the effects this speculative attitude to storytelling has for the 
reader’s efforts at global-scale perspective-taking and conducting the negotiations 
between the worlds inside and outside fiction. They constitute, in this sense, reflec-
tions on my readings of Abercrombie’ Grossman, Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works in 
the previous two chapters, with focus on possible contributions they make to the 
world outside – and the ways they suggest fiction can, perhaps, serve to make that 
world better.  

6.1. Humility and Wonder: Limits of Perception and Acceptance 
of the Unknowable 

In Chapter 4, I conducted readings of The Buried Giant, The Broken Earth and The 
Shattered Sea that illuminate, at some length, the implications and effects of a reading 
strategy founded on grasping an imaginary world together into a coherent model of 
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a reality. Via those readings I came to suggest several potential skills the reader can 
learn from or hone with such an effort of world-configuration. These include abili-
ties to think globally, to organize reality into an alternative pattern, to think beyond 
the notion of worlds as places for human action – and, on the flipside, awareness of 
the limits of human-scale perception of the world and the language in which it is 
mediated, sensitivity to the act of pattern-making as creative activity and recognition 
of any version of a global reality as an artificial construction based on narrative sense-
making and interpretive conjecture. What stands out in each of those readings is a 
certain tension the act of configuring an imaginary world involves, between a drive 
to grasp a world in its entirety and the inevitable limits that the narrative form, the 
metaphoric language and the sheer limits of imagination impose on that effort. As I 
concluded in that chapter, Ishiguro, Jemisin and Abercrombie’s works all encourage 
the reader to try to view the bigger picture, to conceive of a world as a global entity 
and, where that attempt fails, to observe the limits of the means of sense-making 
they have in their disposal, be those means afforded by the story at hand or their 
own cognitive and perceptual capacities (cf. Polvinen 2021, 391).  

Grasping a world together into a global entity, or imagining the queerness of the 
universe, is then one of those “impossible possibilities” fantasy fiction encourages 
its readers to commit to, as a pursuit that is worthwhile even when it fails – or even 
precisely because it fails. That failure, from my vantage, does not undermine the 
attempt at global-scale perspective-taking itself but rather tempers and complements it, 
balancing the commitment to the exercise with a sense of epistemic humility and 
wonder before the sublime unknowability of the cosmos and the sketchiness of nar-
ratively informed, speculative sense-making (cf. Keeley 2015, 169; Caracciolo 2020, 
171). By inviting the reader on such an impossible quest of world-configuration, 
works of fantasy thus model worlds that can be used to play with theoretical ap-
proaches to an irrepresentable, ontologically unstable reality, by exploring questions 
like, how to care for an irreducibly alien world? How to be part of an ungraspable 
whole? How to carve out a meaningful sense of reality out of an incomprehensible 
cosmos, or to choose a version of a world among myriad different and contradictory 
ones? How to reconcile plurality of incompatible perspectives with each other? 
These are all pragmatic questions with ethical dimensions as well: to ask how to 
contribute to reality is to ask how to make it better, or at least avoid making it worse.  

These ethical implications of facing an unknowable world are also highlighted by 
the stories set in the fantasy worlds of my corpus; each in their own way, they raise 
questions about the dangers and ethical pitfalls of navigating and shaping a world 
while relying on partial knowledge and imperfect interpretations. I have already 
touched on this topic in my previous analyses of The Broken Earth, where the ancient 
Sylanagistine civilization’s willful ignorance about the sentience of the planet, their 
inability or unwillingness to perceive it as anything other than “another thing to 
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exploit” (Sky, 247), dooms humankind to an endless battle of survival on a barely 
life-supporting planet. In the mythic pattern of hubris and downfall employed by 
that trilogy, the failure to think of the planet outside the confines of human desires 
and needs is thus conceivable as an original sin of sorts, which both mars the world 
and prevents people from atoning for their mistakes (cf. Tolkien 2013, xviii). In The 
Magicians, somewhat similarly, Quentin needs to grasp the land of Fillory together – 
literally – as a whole, to view it as something greater than a playground for himself, 
in order to save it. Like Essun, he needs to get past the narrow limits of his own 
personal perspective, and his habitual way of thinking about the world and his posi-
tion within it, in order to stop an apocalypse. I discuss both of these patterns at a bit 
more length in the next section; in this one, I focus instead on ethical thought ex-
periments prompted by The Buried Giant and The Shattered Sea over limitations of hu-
man perspective and the implications of those limits on ethical decision-making. 

In Ishiguro’s novel, as noted before, the amnesiac “mist” that plagues the land is 
caused by a curse Merlin placed upon the dragon Querig’s breath a long time ago, in 
order to make both the perpetrators and the victims forget an ethnic cleansing King 
Arthur once committed against Saxons. Not much is told about Merlin in the novel; 
he is long dead. By Axl’s account, in a flashback scene included in one of Sir 
Gawain’s reveries, the wizard was quite a creepy figure: “[a] sage he may be, but that 
old man makes me shudder” (Giant, 231). Old Gawain himself, who assisted Merlin 
in his enchantment and was then tasked to protect the dragon, has a more positive 
view: “Master Axl may believe Merlin a servant of the devil, yet his powers were 
often enough spent in ways to make God smile. And let it not be said he was without 
courage” (ibid., 282–283). As Sir Gawain sees it, Merlin’s motivations for enchanting 
the land with forgetfulness were pure enough; Axl disagrees: 

“Now a little of this comes back to me,” Axl said. “I remember Merlin’s work here 
and dark it was too.” 

“Dark, sir?” said Gawain. “Why dark? It was the only way. Even before that battle 
was properly won, I rode out with four good comrades to tame this same creature, in 
those days both mighty and angry, so Merlin could place this great spell on her breath. 
A dark man he may have been, but in this he did God’s will, not only Arthur’s. With-
out this she-dragon’s breath, would peace ever have come? Look how we live now, 
sir! Old foes as cousins, village by village. […]” (ibid., 310–311) 

Towards the end of the novel, when the nature of the “mist” and Gawain’s true 
mission are revealed, these characters come to represent opposing moral positions 
concerning Merlin’s actions, with Axl’s side also taken up by the Saxon warrior 
Wistan, who asks Gawain contemptuously: “What kind of god it is, sir, wishes 
wrongs to go forgotten and unpunished? […] How can old wounds heal while mag-
gots linger so richly? Or a peace hold for ever built on slaughter and a magician’s 
trickery?” (ibid., 311–312).  For Sir Gawain, Merlin’s deed is vindicated by the 
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decades of peace the land has enjoyed as a result; for Axl and Wistan, it constitutes 
a violent act in itself, a cover-up that only causes more suffering on top of the original 
atrocity. It is likely to be quite easy for the reader to choose their side in this ethical 
dilemma: even if Merlin did indeed think he was acting for the greater good in sup-
pressing the traumatic memories, the starkly presented effects of this violation on 
characters’ lives, and the palpable brokenness of the whole world, suffice to speak 
for the rightness of Axl and Wistan’s position. I already briefly noted in my discus-
sion of The Buried Giant in Chapter 4 that, as Wood also concludes from his analysis 
(2015), it can be taken for a clear moral of the story that there is no excuse for Mer-
lin’s work; that return of the painful memories is preferable to coerced forgetting, 
even if the price is a continuing cycle of vengeance.  

The connotations of violence and oppression stand out even more when the re-
pression of collective memory is isolated into a fantasy world and exaggerated by 
literalizing it into a curse, casting it as a concrete attack on people’s minds (see Ray-
ment 2014, 51; Cameron 2015, 32–33). People of this land are not only compelled 
to not address their past by political propaganda, censorship or biased writing of 
history, as could be the case in a non-fantasy setting, but literally coerced to forget 
by magical mind-control. That serves to highlight both the deliberateness and the 
cruelty of the deed, making it tangible as a form of historical gaslighting that aims to 
convince people that a traumatic event in their past did not really happen at all. 
However, while the moral indefensibility of Merlin’s actions may therefore be be-
yond meaningful debate, the ethical thought experiment presented by this scenario 
goes further than choosing a side in the characters’ argument. Rather than merely 
delivering a moral message, it invites the reader to consider at length the implications 
of both sides: the future suffering that is inevitable either way, and the compromised 
motivations all of the characters have for wishing to kill or preserve the dragon. Sir 
Gawain is bound to his position by his loyalty to his dead king, and appears also 
petrified of his own memories of the old slaughter that would return with Querig’s 
death; Wistan is driven by a desire for long-overdue revenge; and Axl is torn between 
his distaste of Arthur and Merlin’s crimes and his dread of his own painful memories 
resurfacing. Beatrice, in turn, only wants to have her own memories back before she 
dies: in the end she remarks to Axl that the curse lifting “may bring horrors to this 
land. Yet for us it fades just in time” (Giant, 344). 

In short, each of these characters – Sir Gawain, Wistan, Axl, Beatrice and, in the 
past, Merlin himself – views the situation from their own limited perspective. Just 
like the world on the whole appears to look very different to each of them, as I 
discussed in my previous analysis, this central ethical dilemma thus also appears dif-
ferent from each character’s perspective: Gawain sees it as a question of the greater 
good, Wistan as an issue of crime and punishment, Axl as a matter of righting an old 
wrong and Beatrice as a cause of personal suffering. Just like they do in all the 
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meandering dialogues that make up a large part of the novel, the characters are speak-
ing past each other, unable to share a common world. None of them considers the 
bigger picture, in which the whole debate is futile, as the quest for slaying the dragon 
is all but meaningless anyway. For one thing, Querig is already dying of old age, her 
demise only slightly hastened by Wistan’s sword – the ending of the curse is inevita-
bly brought on by the sheer march of time. For another, from the global-scale per-
spective, it is apparent that there is no preserving memory of the old, mythical Britain 
of dragons, ogres and Arthurian heroes, with or without the mist; the Anglo-Saxon 
history will erase that world, leaving behind only disjointed fragments. For a reader 
grasping the fantasy world together into that model of a forgotten, almost empty 
reality discussed in the previous reading, all the characters’ perspectives are therefore 
conspicuous in their limitations.  

The ethical dilemma, accordingly, comes across as both unsolvable within the 
characters’ perceptual capacities and unimportant in the grand scheme of things – 
and still, despite that, a core part of the work’s thematic significance as a whole, 
further foregrounded as such by Wistan’s evocation of the novel’s title to signify the 
repressed trauma: “The giant, once well buried, now stirs” (Giant, 324). The Buried 
Giant thus invites the reader to consider an ethical thought experiment that has wide-
ranging repercussions and only unsatisfactory conclusions. As a result, the specula-
tive engagement with this experiment is also more autotelic and open-ended than 
the assumption of the reader being supposed to simply side with Axl and Wistan 
against Gawain and Merlin would suggest. The act of speculating, putting the model 
of a reality together and negotiating it with the world outside, is more important than 
any single message the reader might extract as its conclusion; it is an exercise in 
perspective-taking and experimental thinking that, as Landy would have it (2012, 
184), has potential to train the reader’s perceptual skills. That act is therefore where 
the best potential of this experiment to resonate with the reader’s engagements with 
the world outside – or its “real-world” communicative relevance (Walsh 2019, 414; 
also Nielsen et al., 2015, 62) – resides. It is also what casts “the book’s argument” as 
something the reader is free and even encouraged to “buckle,” to borrow Gomel’s 
apt words (2014a, ix), and to form their own outlook to issues of historical memory 
and the ethics of preserving or erasing it. Accordingly, the contribution the novel 
can make for that world benefits from both the prolongation of the experiment into 
a novel-length story (see Cameron 2015, 31) and the expansion of its scope afforded 
by the global-scale world-modeling that speculative mimesis entails.  

The Shattered Sea presents a similarly thorny and complicated ethical dilemma as 
part of its main story arc: Yarvi’s path from a disabled prince turned a reluctant king 
turned a galley slave to a ruthless conqueror ready to unleash the horrors of elf-
weaponry on the world to sate his ambition. In this journey to power, Yarvi is os-
tensibly always guided by the creed of the order of the Ministry to “find the lesser 
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evil” and “weigh the greater good” (King, 4). However, this utilitarian principle comes 
to justify some truly horrific deeds over the course of the three novels. As I men-
tioned in my analysis of the trilogy in Chapter 5, Yarvi himself reflects in the end of 
Half a King that the choices he made when attempting to regain his throne have led 
him to “become the villain of this piece” (359); this remark gains some metafictional 
significance when he starts to actually turn into the main villain of the trilogy, starting 
by poisoning the minister of Gettland and taking her place as the power behind the 
throne. From that position, Yarvi orchestrates an alliance between his native 
Gettland and the neighboring kingdoms in order to wage war against the High King, 
in the name of freeing the Shattered sea from his tyranny and to clean up the corrupt 
Ministry that serves him. To shore up that uneasy alliance and stoke support for his 
war, he conspires to have his own hometown, Thorlby, raided by the High King’s 
men. To win the war, he reintroduces “elf-weapons” into the world and, it is all but 
confirmed, has Skifr’s family murdered and frames the leader of the Ministry, Grand-
mother Wexen, for the crime, to secure the witch’s assistance in getting those weap-
ons. After the war, he allows the city of Skekenhouse, full of innocent people, to be 
sacked after promising it peace, proclaiming, “That is the lesser evil” (War, 423).  

On the whole, Yarvi consistently chooses short-term violence and suffering in 
order to achieve long-term peace and prosperity – or that is at least what he tells he 
is doing, to himself as well as others. Yet his choices end up corrupting him, bit by 
bit; in the end, Grandmother Wexen, who has been the ostensible main villain of the 
story so far, denounces his warmongering ways, calling him “the prince of liars” 
(War, 439) and cursing him, until Yarvi kills her too and declares himself the new 
Grandfather of the Ministry. He is only foiled in his ambitions to rule the whole 
Shattered sea by one of his allies, the young Queen Skara of a neighboring kingdom, 
who confronts him over his treason and wrings a confession out of him, along with 
a tortured expression of regret: 

“And so I told Bright Yilling to attack Thorlby,” he whispered. “To make an outrage 
from which there could be no turning back. I told him when and how. I did not mean 
for Brand to die. The gods know I did not mean it, but…” He swallowed, the breath 
clicking in his throat, his shoulders hunched and his head hanging as though the 
weight of what he had done was crushing him. “A hundred decisions made, and every 
time the greater good, the lesser evil. A thousand steps taken and each one had to be 
taken.” He stared down at the elf-staff on the ground, and his mouth twisted with 
disgust. “How could they lead me here?” (War, 476) 

At length, Yarvi’s character arc in The Shattered Sea amounts to a prompt for a poten-
tially interesting thought experiment about utilitarianism as a moral guideline – but 
not so much regarding the rightness of that guideline as a principle as concerning 
the ability of human beings to follow it. As Yarvi himself proclaims, his attempts to 
weigh the greater good and find the lesser evil have led to a truly twisted and 
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disastrous path rife with unintended consequences; this suggests that judging the 
best choice by this principle in each separate situation may not amount to choosing 
the best course of action overall, and that one cannot see the whole pattern while it 
is still unfolding. To confound that even further, however, it is also quite clear that 
Yarvi’s choices have not truly been as principled as he claims and perhaps believes 
them to have been. For one thing, his idea of the greater good is inseparably tangled 
up in his thinking with an oath he swears at the beginning of Half a King, and to 
which he refers several times in the course of the story: an oath to “be avenged on 
the killers or my father” (e. g. King, 372; World, 313; War, 28). Fulfilling that personal 
oath seems itself a moral obligation to Yarvi, coloring his judgement of good and 
evil deeds when it comes to the bigger picture. However, as his war progresses, it 
begins to feel more and more evident that the oath is merely his excuse for deeds 
that are actually motivated by ambition and greed; whether he can see that himself 
is left an open question. In short, he is shown to be completely unable to judge the 
greater good or the lesser evil, due to both lack of proper perspective and the mud-
dled mess of unvoiced and unacknowledged personal motives in which his view of 
the world is entangled. 

The confounding factors in Yarvi’s choices are mirrored, from the reader’s van-
tage to the experiment, by their liability to root for him. They have, after all, wit-
nessed Yarvi’s whole journey from slavery to a position of power relying on his own 
cunning and courage. In Half a King, which is the only part of the trilogy with Yarvi 
as the focalized character, the reader gets see him as a thoughtful and sensitive young 
man who is genuinely doing his best in a violent world; the positively Machiavellian 
figure the other characters see in the later books, “a man rarely to be trusted and 
never to be crossed” (World, 26–27), accordingly comes across as a mask, a misinter-
pretation. This impression is compounded by the generic conventionality of Yarvi’s 
hero’s journey in the first novel, which serves to further paint him as a traditionally 
heroic fantasy protagonist. On the flipside, the High King and Grandmother Wexen 
are cast in the roles of fairly traditional fantasy villains and portrayed accordingly – 
as a cruel tyrant and a scheming, murderous old crone – to the point where it is easy 
to overlook the fact that the nations of the Shattered sea actually appear to enjoy a 
remarkable degree of freedom, peace and prosperity under their ostensibly evil re-
gime. This is, in other words, another instance where Abercrombie’s trilogy utilizes 
well-worn genre conventions to lead the reader astray. The gradual revelation, likely 
to dawn in the course of Half a War, that the reader has been rooting for the actual 
villain of the story lends personal, experiential weight to the thought experiment, and 
serves to make it tangible that the reader, like Yarvi, has been blinkered by a limited 
and biased perspective when judging the protagonist’s actions. 

This is, then, another case of the readerly attempt to grasp the bigger picture 
gaining additional significance from its failure. The realization that Yarvi actually is 
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the morally bankrupt “prince of liars” Grandmother Wexen calls him – that the other 
characters, in their fear-tinged awe of him, have perceived the character accurately 
after all – can draw attention to the perceptual limits and biases, as well as narrative 
conventions and habitual structures of interpretation, which all render the reader’s 
effort to grasp the whole situation imperfect at best. As such, it can let the reader 
become more sensitive to such perceptual limitations, and more able to appreciate the diffi-
culty of actually judging the greater good and lesser evil in a complicated situation 
with far-reaching, unforeseeable global repercussions. As an open-ended and 
freeform ethical thought experiment, Yarvi’s story arc as a whole is, like that of The 
Buried Giant, unlikely to yield satisfactory answers as to how to find the greater good 
or the lesser evil. Instead, it raises new questions and opens up several avenues of 
speculative inquiry for the reader to follow further if they will; considering, for ex-
ample, whether choices that lead one to gain more personal power can ever lead to 
greater good, or whether such a thing as an objective “greater good” even exists in 
the first place, or is possible for any human being to grasp. It is also possible to 
wonder, at some length, what kinds of factors lie behind Yarvi’s transformation into 
a villain, and whether some of those factors might excuse his actions or make them 
more understandable; for instance, to what degree does his traumatic past, being 
shunned for his disability, left for dead and sold into slavery, make him the monster 
he is?    

Like Merlin by Sir Gawain’s account, then, Yarvi is making decisions that affect 
the whole world from a strictly constrained personal perspective, without the benefit 
of hindsight or view of the bigger picture; and like Merlin’s actions, his own have 
disastrous consequences, some of which may yet to be realized at the end of the 
trilogy. From the reader’s vantage, where they can recognize the true nature of the 
elf-weapons and grasp the significance of Yarvi’s actions in terms of the history of 
the world as a whole, the ethical thought experiment discussed above gains additional 
significance from the grander story of the world as a whole. Specifically, in my at-
tempt at configuring the world into a thematically significant model of a reality, 
Yarvi’s suggested inability to make truly informed and unbiased ethical decisions 
feeds into the overall master narrative of The Shattered Sea I discussed in Chapter 3, 
of human beings being fatally unable to fully appreciate the consequences of their 
actions, and therefore doomed to repeat the mistakes that make history turn in end-
less circles. The question of whether reintroducing firearms to the world will even-
tually lead to another “Breaking of the God” is, after all, left ominously hanging in 
the end. It might not be long at all before someone goes rifling through the ruins of 
Strokom for weapons of mass destruction – perhaps to get revenge on Yarvi in turn. 
The ethical dilemma thus becomes part of a larger pattern of cycles of revenge, his-
tory and human condition modeled by The Shattered Sea. If the world was like this, 
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and human beings were fundamentally flawed like this, how would the course of 
history turn out – and is there anything anyone can do to break the circle?  

As I noted in that earlier analysis, the answers Abercrombie’s work seems to sug-
gest to these questions are fairly cynical and pessimistic. However, as with the di-
lemma in The Buried Giant, the reader engaging in this freeform thought experiment 
is perfectly free to dispute that cynicism and come up with their own answers; and 
the questioning itself is, again, more important than any possible answer anyway (cf. 
Sicart 2014, 9). Emerging as a result of the conspicuously interpretive process of 
world-configuration, the cynical worldview of The Shattered Sea can even come across 
as an interpretation of the imaginary world the reader is invited to debate. As I see 
it, the overwhelming pessimism of so-called “grimdark” fantasy works like this one 
can often work to challenge the reader to reject the darkness and imagine a better, 
kinder version of the world – to ask how it could be saved. In these playful specula-
tive thought experiments, the imaginary world becomes conspicuous as a result of 
the reader’s co-creative interpretation and, therefore, as only one version of the world 
among a potentially limitless number of others. The model for organizing a reality suggested 
by that world is accordingly visibly subject to experimental thinking rather than 
adoption of new beliefs (cf. Eshelman 2008, 33): something to put together, play 
with and then, perhaps, take apart again and reconfigure along a different pattern.  

The ethical experiments of The Buried Giant and The Shattered Sea, in short, offer 
little in the way of satisfactory answers or clear messages; any conclusions the reader 
gleans from their engagements with those experiments are tempered by an implicit 
awareness that there are other equally valid possible ones out there, as well as the 
conspicuously playful and experimental quality of the speculative exercise itself. This 
is why, as I mentioned before, I think that fantasy, and fiction more generally, is a 
poor tool for conveying any specific message, moral, agenda or lesson – or at least 
that the interpretive ambiguity that makes for good fiction is, as Klauk (2011, 33) 
and Egan (2016, 143) both point out, detrimental for advancing a single predeter-
mined argument (also Huber 2014, 73; Mildorf 2019, 464). In contrast, both Cam-
eron (2015, 31) and De Smedt and De Cruz (2015, 63) suggest that the value of 
speculative fiction for conducting thought experiments lies in the deep readerly in-
volvement such fiction affords making those experiments more persuasive than the 
more minimalist, philosophical scenarios can be. Based on my own readings in this 
study, I believe that the exact opposite is true; that the deeper the reader gets involved 
and invested in the speculative world-modeling, both intellectually and emotionally, 
the more they are liable to come face to face with the fact that complex questions 
cannot have easy or even right answers, and the more thoroughly they also get to 
grapple with the perceptual limitations and biases constraining their own sense-mak-
ing efforts. 
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What these open-ended engagements lose in clarity of argument, then, they gain 
in potential to afford prolonged experiences of humility and wonder, and foster openness to 
strange ideas and new perspectives. Like similarly ontologically oriented postmod-
ernist fiction, fantasy world-modeling can stimulate endless questioning without ever 
offering final answers (cf. Hutcheon 1988, 42), confronting the reader with the limits 
of their knowledge, deductive skills and even imagination. As I noted in Chapter 4, 
the sheer scale of the kinds of global-scale thought experiments prompted by such 
world-modeling can probably engender that humility before global entities that 
Caracciolo, in his ecocritical fashion, deems necessary for more respectful attitude 
towards the non-human world – a means for putting humankind to its proper place 
in the order of things, as it were (2020, 203). However, the sense of insignificance or 
even futility that this humility before the unknowable world can entail (see ibid., 200), 
is accompanied by an encouragement to keep wondering anyway, to entertain ideas and 
pursue possible answers. In both The Buried Giant and The Shattered Sea, the ethical 
dilemmas discussed here constitute something like centerpieces for their respective 
imaginary worlds; they are not the only keys to the thematic significance of these 
worlds as artworks, but they are very prominent and easily graspable ones. Wonder-
ing about the implications these dilemmas have to the kinds of reality modeled in 
these works keeps the cycle of speculative mimesis turning; seeking solutions to them, how-
ever partial and provisional, allows the world’s thematic significance build up in ne-
gotiations with the world outside. 

This mixture of humility and commitment is, again, an attitude that lines up well 
with Vermeulen and van den Akker’s conception of metamodernism, which, as they 
put it, “moves for the sake of moving, attempts in spite of its inevitable failure; it 
seeks forever for a truth that it never expects to find” (2010, 5). By inviting the reader 
to commit to the “impossible possibility” of grasping an imaginary world together 
into a meaningful global-scale model of a reality, fantasy stories can create room for 
them not only to come to terms with a lack of definite answers but also to be comfort-
able before ambiguity and uncertainty. They encourage the reader to view the process of 
interpreting a world as a matter of creative play of signification where, to borrow 
Gibbons’ description of metamodernist ethos, “[n]ot knowing the answers […] 
clearly does not mean losing sight of the questions” (2015, 41). As part of such play, 
ethical dilemmas like those discussed here come across as invitations to wonder ra-
ther than judge, to try to understand characters’ motivations and perspectives and 
the intended and unintended consequences of their actions as part of a bigger pic-
ture. Such suspension of judgement in favor of questioning and global thinking is 
closely related, I think, to the “safe spaces” for empathetic perspective-taking as 
which Keen (2007, 131) and Nussbaum (2010, 110), among other, have conceived 
of fiction. The realization of having unthinkingly rooted for a villain can, as part of 
a speculative thought experiment, be turned from something distressing to 
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something pleasurably thought-provoking; a lack of satisfactory answers to a thorny 
ethical dilemma can point towards a curious appreciation of the full complexity and 
queerness of the world to which that dilemma pertains, as an endlessly intriguing 
mystery.  

By being simultaneously models for rethinking reality and conspicuously fictional 
artworks, imaginary worlds of fantasy fiction can render the full complexity of these 
dilemmas, with their global-scale implications, available for prolonged scrutiny – and 
as such, engage the reader at length in the exercise in global thinking and flexible 
perspective-taking, while reducing the need to choose a side or get cognitive closure. 
Most significantly, in my mind, the engagement in creative puzzle-solving that con-
figuring a fantasy world entails can make confronting perceptual limitations fun and satisfying, 
even when getting past them proves impossible (cf. Attebery 2014, 4); it can make 
humility a feeling to revel in, rather than resent. It also casts the interpretive ambi-
guity of putting together a reality as a matter of creative problem solving and trying 
on different things. As such, the instability of meaning and elusiveness of definite 
answers, both of which may be a cause for anxiety in other circumstances, can be 
turned enjoyable in the context of literary speculation. The pleasure to be found in 
perceptual and interpretive ambiguity may well be, I think, major part of the appeal 
of any sort of fiction for many readers – and the ability to be comfortable with such 
ambiguities may also be a valuable, broadly applicable skill that can be trained by 
fiction. This may, furthermore, be especially true in the 21st-century historical situa-
tion where, due to the intensifying crisis of representation and the proliferation of 
post-truth discourse across media, those same readers are likely to deal with a similar 
sense of ambiguity and uncertainty in their daily encounters with versions of the 
outside world. 

In the speculative quests for answers on which fantasy stories send their readers, 
the tension between instrumentality – an attempt to learn something of relevance 
from the engagement – and playfulness – a sense of entertaining ideas for the sake 
of the experiment itself – produces an impression of a reality that, in all of its elu-
siveness, is still worth attempting to grasp together. The act of trying to comprehend 
a world as a global whole, and to view problems as part of that whole, comes across 
as both useful and satisfying; seeking truth matters even if all truths are provisional, 
and searching for good answers is worthwhile even if they are not necessarily right 
ones. Speculative reading, in short, involves and promotes certain flexibility of think-
ing and openness to new ideas and viewpoints, all the while aiming for a bigger-
picture comprehension of problems at hand. As a mimetic contribution to reality, 
fiction that readily affords and rewards such readings can be taken to promote a 
more holistic readerly understanding of the world outside to counter the postmod-
ernist solipsism and “personal truths” popularized by the post-truth discourse (see 
Baggini 2017, 71; Browse et al. 2019, 248). Fantasy fiction, with its global or cosmic-
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scale stories where the world is the protagonist – or at least a major character, so to 
speak (see Clute & Grant 1997; Mendlesohn 2008, 35) – can thus provide models 
for a reality where the grand scheme of things is a matter of interpretation and con-
jecture, and yet crucial for understanding parts of the whole and navigating the 
world. In the following section, I take a look at the mythic patterns and global-scale 
master narratives along which these models are structured – and reflect on the uses 
of these narrative constructions as theories for making meaningful, productive sense 
of reality. 

6.2. Better Stories for a Better World: Myth-Making as 
Speculative Theory-Building 

Literary speculation, as I conceptualize it in this study, is essentially a readerly act of 
interpretive and co-creative theory-building. It involves conducting negotiations be-
tween two worlds, as alternative models of reality, while minding the ontological gap 
between those worlds – which entails configuring the world inside fiction into a co-
herent and compelling global-scale model of a reality on which the whole hermeneu-
tic process pivots. An often integral part of extrapolating such a model from limited 
textual clues (see Harvey 2015, 76–77) is grasping together the overarching mythic 
patterns along which the imaginary world can be organized; as I argued when dis-
cussing ontological poetics of fantasy in Chapter 2, such patterns can play a key role 
in both making fantasy worlds graspable as coherent entities and foregrounding 
them as the focal points of interpretation. In terms of Tolkien’s mythopoeia, they 
also constitute those “vast backcloths” that lend grandeur to the human-scale story 
at hand (2013, xiii–xiv). In The Buried Giant, for example, there is the overarching 
pattern of a mythical age fading and a new era dawning, reminiscently of The Lord of 
the Rings; in The Shattered Sea, there is the circular pattern of history coupled with an 
age-old grand narrative of human hubris and downfall. Both of these constitute 
global-scale narratives about where the world is coming from and where it is heading 
– I already discussed both of them in Chapter 3. As the last analyses of my corpus 
in this study, I will next consider similar overarching mythic patterns in The Broken 
Earth and The Magicians, and explore some potentially useful ways in which they may 
contribute to the world outside.   

These mythic patterns of fantasy worlds can be conceived of as fictional master 
narratives of sorts, used to organize those worlds into coherent and meaningful if 
conspicuously artificial models of global-scale versions of reality. As models for real-
ity, instruments for renegotiating the shape of the world outside, they can come 
across as speculative theories – suggestions for narrativizing a world in a way that 
makes the richest possible sense of reality as a whole (cf. McHale 1992, 6). Within 
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the world inside fiction, as I noted in Chapter 2, these master narratives are tauto-
logically self-legitimizing (cf. Eshelman 2008, 6), acceptable as unconditional truths 
for the sake of configuring the world into a meaningful whole (see Korpua 2015, 
35–36); in terms of the world outside fiction, as I argued in Chapter 3, they constitute 
explicitly provisional and creative speculative truths to be evaluated based on their 
explanatory force and pragmatic usefulness (cf. Corsa 2018, 256). In this dual per-
ception of these master narratives, there is again that tension between playfulness 
and instrumentality to be seen: entertaining them is both a matter of autotelic make-
believe and a matter of constructing a possibly useful theory for organizing the world 
outside. In the negotiations between the worlds inside and outside fiction, such fic-
tional master narratives thus come to signify potential contributions to reality offered 
up as a matter of speculative theory-building – invitations to ask, via configuring a 
world, what if the world was like this?  

In this attitude, a deliberately naïve credulity before the master narratives of the 
imaginary world is balanced with a profound sense of artifice: an acute awareness that those 
master narratives depend on the experimental ontologies they structure. As I argued 
in Chapter 3, the playful construction of mythic patterns and provisional master nar-
ratives involved in fantasy world-building encourages a readerly suspension of cyni-
cism before the profound and at times grandiose ideas explored by such patterns 
and narratives – a sincere exercise in “pragmatic idealism” (Vermeulen and van den 
Akker 2010, 5; also Wallace in McCaffery 2012, 48–49). A speculative reading of 
these mythopoetic elements of fantasy worlds entails entertaining them unironically 
not only as internal truths of the imaginary worlds but also as potentially valuable 
tools for rethinking the world outside. It involves, in other words, a conditional ac-
ceptance of the notion that narrativizing the world outside fiction along a mythic 
pattern suggested by fiction can capture some important truth about that world, in 
a pragmatic sense, even if it cannot be taken for truthful as a representation of reality. 
The way these patterns often recall and upcycle well-worn mythic templates – such 
as creation, hubris and downfall, and the apocalypse – further emphasizes this im-
pression of literary speculation as truth-seeking, or truth-making.  

This is what Tolkien argues myths do; by his account “legends and myths are 
largely made of ‘truth’, and indeed present aspects of it that can only be received in 
that mode” (Tolkien 2013, xviii). In other words, Tolkien believes that mythic modes 
of expression always aim for genuine and sincere understanding of the cosmos and 
human existence within it (also Attebery 2014, 4), and creative myth-making thus 
constitutes an attempt to glimpse “a far-off gleam or echo of evangelium in the real 
world” (Tolkien 2006, 155). In a similar vein to 18th-century romanticists, he values 
imaginative myth-making as a way of seeking higher truths beyond those provided 
by the positivist post-Enlightenment version of the world (see Korpua 2015, 77; also 
Wolfe 2011, 18; Oziewicz 2017). While for Tolkien those higher truths signify the 
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Christian faith, or the divine purpose of God’s creation (see Korpua 2015, 139), a 
more secular-minded person, and especially one disillusioned by the postmodernist 
disbelief in such pregiven higher purposes, might be inclined to view any “truths” 
encapsulated in the mythic patterns of fantasy as designed things, rather than found 
ones. These patterns give an impression, rhetorically, of world-defining universal 
truths being conveyed, but in their speculative quality, they conspicuously disavow 
any suggestion that those truths should be received solemnly and reverently, in a 
manner similar to the religious scriptures they often borrow from (see Attebery 2014, 
54). In his account on fantasy as creative reusing of myths, Attebery has proposed 
that fantasy “can serve as a neutral meeting point for differing worldviews and dif-
ferent understandings of religious myth” (ibid., 141) precisely because there is this 
implicit agreement that it is all entertained for the sake of play (ibid., 68) and not to 
be taken as gospel.  

In The Broken Earth, for example, the overarching grand story of the world can be 
structured along the very same mythic narrative Tolkien reconstructs in his legendar-
ium, particularly The Silmarillion (see Korpua 2015, 24–25): a roughly biblical pattern 
of a paradise defiled, an original sin and fall from grace, a long struggle and finally, 
with Essun’s leg of the story, redemption. In the legend of Father Earth circulating 
on the Stillness, lorists tell a tale of the beginnings of life that evokes a long-lost 
Eden of sorts, destroyed by human hubris:   

According to legend, Father Earth did not originally hate life.  
In fact, as the lorists tell it, once upon a time Earth did everything he could to 

facilitate the strange emergence of life on his surface. He crafted even, predictable 
seasons; kept changes of wind and wave temperature slow enough that every living 
being could adapt, evolve; summoned waters that purified themselves, skies that al-
ways cleared after a storm. He did not create life – that was happenstance – but he 
was pleased and fascinated by it, and proud to nurture such strange wild beauty upon 
his surface. 

Then people began to do horrible things to Father Earth. They poisoned waters 
beyond even his ability to cleanse, and killed much of the other life that lived on his 
surface. They drilled through the crust of his skin, past the blood of his mantle, to get 
at the sweet marrow of his bones. And at the height of human hubris and might, it 
was the orogenes who did something that even Earth could not forgive: They de-
stroyed his only child. (Season, 379–380) 

In this lorists’ version of the tale, the world before Fifth Seasons is presented as a 
wonderful bucolic paradise where the planet, anthropomorphized into a proud and 
loving parent that recalls any mythical creator god, cultivates a perfect equilibrium 
that allows life not just to survive but to thrive and evolve. The idea of life-support-
ing planet is thus made literal and presented as a matter of benevolent agency; ac-
cordingly, the true meaning and higher purpose of the world – or its biosphere – is 
to flourish and delight the proud planet who chooses to nurture it. This is a perfect 
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world of purpose and balance, the world as it was supposed to be. It should, of 
course, also be noted that this paradise with predictable seasons, even temperatures 
and weather conditions suitable for living organisms is rather pointedly a depiction 
of the world in which we are still lucky enough to reside, comparatively speaking. 
This perfection is then marred, the world made different from its creator’s intention, 
and as befits the time-honored mythic pattern employed here, human beings and 
their hubris are to blame. As the legend has it, the species as a whole made itself 
guilty of defiling the paradise, causing pollution and mass extinction of other species 
– but orogenes, specifically, are scapegoated for the unforgivable sin that led to the 
fall from grace and doomed the world. 

In The Stone Sky, where Hoa recounts his own part in the events that caused the 
loss of the Moon, it is revealed that people with orogenic abilities, like him, were 
enslaved even then, treated as tools in the service of the mighty civilization of Syl 
Anagist: they were used to operate the great machine that was meant to harness the 
magic of the planet’s core for unlimited energy. It was in their rebellion against that 
bondage, coinciding with the planet’s rebellion against the attempt to enslave it, 
where the Moon was blasted out of orbit and the war between the planet and hu-
mankind started. As Hoa remembers it, it was the same disrespectful tendency to see 
different lives and powerful beings as mere exploitable resources that led Syl Anagist 
to enslave both orogenes and the planet. By this account, the original sin was, in 
essence, a critical failure of empathy; it is uncovered as the core problem underlying 
all suffering, in a feat of estrangement Rayment would call “purification” of an idea 
(2014, 83). The true story of Father Earth has been garbled along the way in the forty 
millennia since, as it has been passed down as mutable oral tradition, dismissed as an 
old wives’ tale and altered to suit the purposes of the Sanzed empire that uses it to 
vilify orogenes. Yet it still carries that kernel of truth in its casting of human disregard 
for other lifeforms as the reason for the fall and all the suffering that followed. The 
mythic pattern, thus presented, becomes a model for making a myth out of the environ-
mental crisis in the world outside as well, enabling the reader to reimagine issues like 
pollution, mass extinction and climate change as part of a similar pattern – and, per-
haps, glimpsing a vision of actual human species on the brink of committing a sin 
after which there is no going back to the paradise ever again. 

This merging of topical environmental themes into a reconstructed mythic nar-
rative both reframes the themes and revitalizes the myth. The ancient tale of the 
marring of the world is retold in The Broken Earth in a manner that retains the familiar 
structure and world-defining significance of the myth, as a sort of fundamental, 
deep-rooted model for giving narrative shape to the world (see Meretoja 2014, 124) 
– but which, despite that agelessness, is still applicable and relevant to the 21st-cen-
tury world. By making a myth out of human disregard for non-human world, the 
trilogy recontextualized the old myth and makes it relevant to contemporary 
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audiences (see Attebery 2014, 3) while still evoking a sense of timeless continuity, 
connecting the present to the distant past with those deep roots. By virtue of this 
very sense of timelessness, it also lends the master narrative structuring this world 
certain gravitas, a sense of true-and-tested explanatory force.135 This ancient pattern 
therefore appears remarkable for both its endurance, which speaks of certain univer-
sal appeal and usefulness, and its adaptability to very particular current circum-
stances. By reconstructing this mythic pattern, Jemisin’s work evokes a sense of pre-
senting a profound and universal truth about the world it models – the global or 
cosmic-scale thinking involved in such myth-making is thus compounded by an im-
pression of an important truth about the universe being uncovered by organizing the 
world along this master narrative. In the playful engagement with an imaginary 
world, such cosmic truths may be tried on for a size, as it were, and entertained at length 
as if they were credible; this constitutes that exercise in rejecting cynicism and em-
bracing pragmatic idealism discussed above. 

Making a neat mythic narrative out of the complexities of human relationship 
with the planet does, of course, simplify the imaginary world, turning it into a stream-
lined version of itself (cf. Hume 1984, 91; Attebery 1992, 132). Jemisin’s work also 
foregrounds this distinction between the mythic pattern and the world as a global 
whole, by displaying both the way the legend of Father Earth has been corrupted 
and the inability of the anthropomorphizing language to capture the true essence of 
the planetary being. In the construction of the world’s mythic pattern, there is there-
fore that ambivalence over the power of narrative at play again: while the myth gives 
the world shape and meaning and human lives within it a sense of purpose, it also 
distorts that world into a narratively determined version of itself with human-scale 
values at its center (cf. Hume 1984, 121; Caracciolo 2020, 200). In contrast to the 
weaponized Sanzed master narrative of stonelore discussed in Chapter 5, however, 
the mythic pattern of lost paradise, original sin, fall, struggle and redemption that is 
imperfectly encapsulated by the legend of Father Earth is made out to be oriented 
towards truth, rather than domination. While it is an imperfect tool for capturing the 
world as a whole, and conspicuous as such, it is nevertheless an essential one for the 
characters to fix that world and for the reader to grasp its thematic significance as a 
vehicle for environmental speculation. From both of these perspectives, the mythic 
pattern thus gains value from its usefulness; it is cast as a better story by which the 
old Sanzed lore can be challenged and the world made a better version of itself. 

 
135 However, this sense of t imelessness involved in upcycling mythic patterns should 
probably be considered something of an illusion . According to Attebery, actual myths 
are not truly t imeless or universal,  but “like the individuals who perform the m, they 
reflect historical processes, and they change over t ime as the cultures that maintain 
them change” (2014, 20).  
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In terms of the world outside, this thematization of storytelling amounts to a 
covert suggestion that the reader can, in turn, use the mythic pattern of The Broken 
Earth as a tool for attributing new significance to reality. It can, I presume, even serve 
as a model for formulating the kind of provisional, metamodernist “environmentalist 
grand narrative” which Corsa, following Arran Gare (e. g. 1995), thinks humankind 
should collectively create and commit to: a narrative which “describes a better world 
toward which we can progress” (2018, 249). As I concluded from my analysis of the 
thematization of master narratives in Jemisin’s trilogy in Chapter 5 – especially its 
suggestion that the way to make the world a better place is to tell a better story about 
it – this is a purpose the work can even be taken to suggest for itself, as a work of 
fiction. By exploring the power of stories to change the world, for better or worse, 
The Broken Earth seems to welcome scrutiny of itself as a potential contribution to-
wards one of those better stories. It thus participates in that collective project of 
embracing a new, productive and sustainable master narrative about the world out-
side as well, with an aim of fostering a collective “value landscape” (see Caracciolo 
2012, 372) that is conducive for making the world better. The mythic narrative that 
casts lack of empathy towards other living things as the fundamental failing of hu-
mankind, from this vantage, looks like something the trilogy offers up as its contri-
bution: a suggestion of what is wrong with the actual human relationship with the 
planet and how to fix it. Jemisin’s work therefore dares the reader to suspend their 
suspicion of grand truth-claims like this and be usefully naïve for a moment; to go 
along with those claims, as earnest theories about how to care for the world. 

A very different tale of mending a broken world is told in The Magician’s Land, the 
last part of Grossman’s trilogy. By this point of the story Quentin, now in his early 
thirties, is slowly coming to himself. He has ruled Fillory as one of its four kings and 
queens for years, as accounted in The Magician King, been banished from there at the 
end of that novel, found his way back to Earth, or “the real world,” and resolved to 
finally “learn to appreciate its rough, mundane solidity” (Land, 24). Meanwhile, how-
ever, the ram-god Ember visits Quentin’s friend Eliot, the High King of Fillory, with 
the news that “Fillory is dying” (ibid., 64). The apocalypse appears predestined, an 
ending of a story that has already been written – literally, as it turns out, since the 
section dedicated to the history of Fillory in a cosmic library the characters visit is 
full (ibid., 369). Eliot and the other three rulers of Fillory find out that there is noth-
ing to be done, and are told just to “[l]et Fillory die in peace” (ibid., 199). The end, 
when it comes, is as whimsical as Fillory itself. The sun crashes to the rim of the 
world, causing a huge fire (ibid., 314); trees go to war with each other, forest again 
forest, the regular animals march against the talking ones, and all kinds of magical 
creatures from centaurs to unicorns to water nymphs start killing each other (ibid., 
330–331); there is, in short, a great last battle involving every single living being in 
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the land, species against species. Eventually, the land itself begins to disintegrate and 
stars start falling from the sky.  

This is all, of course, reminiscent of The Last Battle, where Narnia comes to its 
end and its worthy inhabitants are swept away to Aslan’s country, an unblemished 
“true” Narnia. Fillory, however, is emphatically not part of a Christian allegory of 
Revelation; it is not going to be replaced by a perfect version of itself. Fortunately, 
Quentin knows how to fix it: 

It was the oldest story there was, the deepest of all the deeper magicks. Fillory didn’t 
have to die, it could be renewed and live again, but there was a price, and the price 
was holy blood. It was the same in all mythologies: for a dying land to be reborn, its 
god must die for it. There was power in that divine paradox, the death of an immortal, 
enough power to restart the stopped heart of a world. (Land, 377-378) 

Quentin returns to Fillory, against the objections of all his friends who have just 
escaped the apocalypse, just in time to see the land starting to fall apart but not quite 
dead yet. He goes on to prove his hypothesis, sacrificing the two ram-gods, Ember 
and his brother Umber, and thus gaining the god-like powers needed to mend the 
world. In the sequence that follows, he does exactly that: blown up into a cosmic-
sized being, he fixes Fillory, piece by piece, like it was a broken toy. 

He began to gather up the pieces from where they hung and drifted in space. He 
collected the clods and clumps and grains of soil and stone that had been the flesh of 
Fillory, sorted them like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and one by one fitted them 
together and knitted them back into a single whole, running His huge spectral finger-
tips along the seams until they vanished as if they had never been.  

He worked with great care. The dirt of Fillory was marbled like a great side of 
beef, and He took pains to position its veins of ore so that they lined up just as they 
once had. He rethreaded Fillory’s silver rivers and streams, or where it pleased Him 
He allowed them to find new paths, and He gently shepherded the shattered seas and 
lakes back into their basins. He swept up the air and the winds and heaped them up 
in invisible masses above Fillory so that the land could breathe again. (Land, 382–383) 

A story about saving a world does not get much more literal than this. Following up 
on the earlier literalization of immersion, or escapist reading, in Quentin’s experience 
of Fillory, this climax of the story has him approach the same world as a broken 
thing to mend and heal. It is notable that the account of apocalypse attributes quali-
ties of a living organism to Fillory, similarly to The Broken Earth – it is a “dying” land, 
its “heart” has stopped, its “flesh” has been torn apart and it needs air to “breathe 
again” – and Quentin’s effort at fixing it is accordingly described in terms of “nurs-
ing” the world with “tender care” (ibid., 383) until it “lived again” and could “heal” 
the rest of the way on its own (ibid., 384). In this sequence, the usual levity of Gross-
man’s prose also gives way to a more grandiose tone that mimics a biblical or mythic 
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register, with the personal pronoun capitalized to indicate Quentin’s temporarily di-
vine status; this is an epic-scale matter of a benevolent god caring for a living world 
he loves. Building on the literalization of reading as travels to other worlds in the 
first novel, this scene makes literal sense of world-building itself as it is commonly 
described in author-oriented theories of fantasy (e. g. Tolkien 2006, 132; see Wolfe 
2011, 6–7; Ekman & Taylor 2016, 10) by turning Fillory from a place to explore into 
a complex “jigsaw puzzle” to piece together in order to craft a coherent, fully func-
tioning, “perfectly balanced and calibrated” life-supporting world (Land, 393). This 
work of meta-fantasy thus takes its “literal narratology” to a new direction, con-
structing a theory of world-building; this change in perspective is also reflected in 
Quentin’s notion that he has ceased to be Fillory’s reader and become its author. 

Compared to the environmental mythopoetics of The Broken Earth, the mythic 
pattern of The Magicians is less obviously amenable for theorizing about the outside 
world. While the former spins a master narrative about master narratives, so to speak 
– a story about choosing a better story by which to configure the world – the latter 
operates on a slightly humbler scale, making fiction about the workings and power 
of fiction. In all its strangeness and imaginative fancy, Fillory is a storybook world, 
conspicuously set against the “mundane solidity” of the “real world” – even in its 
death throes, it retains its playful whimsy. In the metafictional multiverse of The Ma-
gicians, it thus comes across as an exaggerated model of a fantasy realm designed to 
oppose the model of real world Grossman’s work suggests; and in the tension be-
tween these models, as I read it, the world as a whole presents an experimental on-
tology that affords speculative theory-building about reading itself, and the roles im-
aginary worlds can play in people’s lives. In the resulting theory, the mythic, grand-
scale outlook to the cosmos is literally afforded to Quentin by Fillory and its peculiar 
fantasy ontology. Even though his “great love affair” with Fillory (Land, 394) has 
resulted in many misguided expectations and subsequent disappointments for him, 
it is thus also ultimately presented as the thing that allows Quentin to learn to see 
this world as something for him to care for and cultivate, rather that something that 
exists to make his life better.  

As a result of that perspective shift, Quentin finally gets to play his part in the 
fates of Fillory and to be meaningful part of its grand cosmic story. In the end, having 
gained this “authorly” perspective, he is finally ready to move on, viewing the re-
newed Fillory as a place where other people’s stories might be set: “[l]ong or short, 
great or terrible, Fillory’s new age […] would have its own heroes” (ibid., 394). In a 
manner that, in my view, borders on slightly didactic, it is stated that Quentin’s love 
for Fillory and Further books made him want “the world to be better than it was” ever 
since childhood (ibid., 389); more broadly speaking, his encounter with fantasy 
taught him to imagine a better world, which ultimately led to a will and ability to save 
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a world. In the end, he thus comes to see the meaninglessness of the “real world” as 
something that is up to him to mend as well: 

The world was a desert, but he was a magician, and to be a magician was to be a secret 
spring – a moving oasis. He wasn’t desolate, and he wasn’t empty. He was full of 
emotion, full of feelings, bursting with them, and when it came down to it that’s what 
being a magician was. They weren’t ordinary feelings – they weren’t the tame, domes-
ticated kind. Magic was wild feelings, the kind that escaped out of you and into the 
world and changed things. There was a lot of skill to it, and a lot of learning, and a lot 
of work, but that was where the power began: the power to enchant the world. (Land, 
399) 

In this passage, based on the previous events, magic can be taken for a thinly veiled 
metaphor for an author’s craft – something like that sub-creative art of breaching 
the walls of the mundane world and “glimpsing Other-worlds” described by Tolkien 
(2006, 135). Understood in the context of the whole trilogy, with its literalizing ex-
ploration of reading and overall metafictional celebration of fantasy storytelling, this 
amounts to a suggestion that the purpose of fiction – and The Magicians itself as a 
work of fiction – is to “enchant the world” and make it meaningful. The solemnly 
jubilant tone of the end of the trilogy contrasts rather strikingly with the unhappy, 
perennially ironic Quentin from the first novel, just like the mythic register in which 
his mending of Fillory is narrated contrasts with the fairly parodic account of his 
early attempts to lose himself in Fillory. These shifts in tone amplify the revelatory 
quality of the ending, casting Quentin’s epiphany as an important truth that has been 
underlying the world and his encounters with it all along. Ultimately, Grossman’s 
trilogy makes a myth out of fiction itself, constructing a master narrative – or a grand 
theory – about the power of stories to help people find their agency and sense of 
purpose in an uncaring universe. 

These kinds of mythic narrative patterns along which imaginary worlds get struc-
tured come across, in my readings above, as closest things these works have to spe-
cific messages they seem to communicate about the outside world (cf. Walsh 2019, 
401). Lent import and sense of truth-value by the evocation of ancient world-defin-
ing narratives (see Attebery 2014, 12), they are both fairly easy to grasp together and 
overtly suggestive of the thematic significance of the imaginary worlds, in their 
global-scale entirety, as artworks. As such, they constitute somewhat easy answers to 
the questions of what these “strange tools” are made for, and what they are designed 
to convey about the world where they exist as those artworks (cf. Noë 2015, 101). A 
speculative reading strategy, after all, involves approaching the imaginary world as 
such a designed object, with an expectation that it means something or is made for 
some kind of communicative purpose (see Roine 2016, 33). This instrumental side 
of speculation is also what encourages the attempt to apply the same mythic pattern 
to the world outside as well, to try it out and see how it fits. As the two brief readings 
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above demonstrate, an attempt to gauge the communicative relevance of fantasy 
worlds by these kinds of patterns and parallels also results in an allegorical sort of 
interpretation. After all, as Attebery has it, “to read mythologically” is to read alle-
gorically (2014, 13); it involves an expectation that the narrative pattern conveying 
an important truth about the imaginary world will convey something of importance 
about the world outside fiction as well. 

Extracting such a mythic message in itself, however, would barely count as a 
speculative reading, or a very satisfying engagement with an imaginary world (see 
Ryan 2019a, 437). It would also risk reducing that world into a single-purpose instru-
ment, losing sight of the strangeness of the tool – it would privilege the world outside 
fiction over that inside in a way that disregards the interpretive ambiguity of the 
negotiations between the two. Therefore, as I see it, the most significant rhetorical 
value – and potential usefulness – of the mythic patterns discussed above lies not in 
any singular thesis or alternative master narrative that could be imposed on the out-
side world, but in the act of configuring the pattern in itself. The existence of an overarching 
mythic pattern in a fantasy world, as something the reader can grasp, is itself an invi-
tation to wonder about the true nature of that world, opening up a line of inquiry to 
follow. It implies that there is some kind of grand truth about this fictional universe 
to be uncovered, which, as Mark J. P. Wolf notes, is what is needed to arouse the 
reader’s curiosity in the first place, to make them want to extrapolate a world from 
the text (2012, 61). This implication is also, on the one hand, an overt marker of fiction-
ality; it foregrounds the quality of the world as a created thing the reader is supposed 
to grasp together and interpret as an artwork. On the other hand, it constitutes an 
emphatic invitation for the reader to suspend their cynicism and approach the task 
of world-configuration as a sincere quest for truth – for the true nature of the imaginary 
world. It affords, in other worlds, openness to the kinds of numinous ideas conveyed 
by myth, and encourages the reader to view the pursuit of some kind of cosmic truth 
about a world as a worthwhile commitment.  

The mythic pattern is, then, what can catalyze the world-configuration effort; it both 
draws attention to the world as a global-scale entity that surpasses human-scale sto-
ries set within and foregrounds the significance of that world as a designed, fictional 
creation. Most importantly, it evokes in a powerful way that pragmatic or metamod-
ernist urge and desire to earnestly chase truth – truth about humankind and the 
planet in The Broken Earth, truth about the power of stories in The Magicians – for the 
sake of chasing it, despite the inevitably artificial, provisional and conjectural quality 
of any truth one may arrive at as a result (cf. Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 6; 
Huber 2014, 43). However, while a gradually emerging mythic pattern or master nar-
rative of the imaginary world may give that truth-seeking, or truth-making, orienta-
tion and sense of purpose, and may even provide a satisfying enough interpretation 
of the thematic significance of that world as a result, I find that a truly compelling 
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fantasy world also resists attempts to reduce it into something that is graspable in a 
singular narrative, however profound or cosmic in scale. The richest opportunities 
for speculative thinking are afforded, I believe, when the easy answer suggested by a 
master narrative of the world is not the final or the best one – when the quest for truth 
finds unexpected paths along the way, the answers found beget more questions, and 
the strange tool keeps getting stranger. In my experience, that also makes the en-
gagement way more fun.   

The mythic pattern in The Broken Earth, for example, is conspicuous as just one, 
heavily anthropomorphizing interpretation of the world: a useful narrative, and ori-
ented towards truth, but one that visibly falls short of capturing the essence of the 
world. Aside from delivering that potential contribution to an environmental master 
narrative, it thus points towards the parts of the world that lie beyond such a simple 
narrative, inducing that sense of humility and wonder before the complexity of the 
world (cf. Walsh 2018, 59) – or any world – and opening up avenues for all kinds of 
alternative or complementary speculation as to what else the world can signify. These 
avenues include, but are by no means not limited to, those I pursued in my readings 
of Jemisin’s trilogy in chapters 3, 4 and 5. All of those readings are oriented, to some 
degree, by the sense of underlying truth of the world encapsulated by the mythic 
pattern discussed here, but take the speculative inquiries afforded by this pattern into 
different directions, enriching the model of a reality that emerges as a whole. In The 
Magicians, on the other hand, I find Quentin’s conclusion that the world is indeed “a 
wretched, desolate place, a desert of meaninglessness, a heartless wasteland” for him 
to “enchant” (Land, 399) – or for fiction to enchant, to stay with the obvious allegory 
– an argument of the book I would rather like to buckle. It seems, to me, a sloppy 
concession to the kind of nihilistic solipsism my own readerly perception of either 
Earth or Fillory, as parts of the imaginary world, does not really support, as well as 
a rather simple and unsatisfactory theory about the world outside and the power of 
fiction to make it better. Yet I feel the slightly didactic quality of Quentin’s epiphany 
somewhat discourages attempts to pursue alternative paths and better answers; it 
feels like a theory that is offered up for the reader to simply accept or reject. 

Whether or not they end up coming across as final answers as to what the imag-
inary world is designed to communicate as an artwork, however, any truths to be 
found in such a world are both obviously fictional and contingent on the interpretive 
process of world-configuration carried out by the reader. They are conspicuous in 
their playful and co-creative artifice – created truths, rather than found ones, although 
not necessarily any less useful or even truthful for that (see Baggini 2017, 61–68). A 
major potentially useful effect of pursuing such truths in fiction, in fact, may well be 
the opportunity it affords the reader to witness the emergence of such truths in ac-
tion, as a result of the mythic patterns and master narratives that come to shape the 
imaginary world. The speculative theories about the world outside are, therefore, 
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highly conspicuous as theories – as “useful fictions,” as it were (cf. McHale 1992, 
33). Whether these theories come across as those environmental master narratives 
Gare and Corsa call for or less overtly consequential theses about the role of fiction 
in the world, they are characterized by a strong sense of sincere orientation towards 
truth and, tempering that, an equally strong sense of constructedness and provisional 
relevance. There is that metamodernist oscillation, again, between an earnest com-
mitment to profound truths and a cautious, humble disclaiming of the universality 
of those truths – and between an instrumentalizing impulse to put those truths to 
test and a playful desire to entertain them for their own sake. 

In that oscillation between sincere idealism and suspicious caution, and that ten-
sion between a search for outside-world relevance and inside-world play, I can wit-
ness my own readerly hopes and expectations merging with the literary artworks I 
attempt to configure into meaningful wholes. An imaginary world is, after all, an 
artefact that comes into being in a co-creative process of configuration; it is, as such, 
a point where the reader’s interests and desires blend with the affordances and sug-
gestions of thematic significance found in the fictional text. The search of grand-
scale truths via an engagement with a world of fiction thus becomes continuous with a 
real-life search for ontological grounding, for truths that matter, for a better world in some 
fairly vague and abstract sense. As I concluded in Part I, theorizing and periodizing 
21st-century fiction is a project that, while having limited descriptive power due to 
lack of perspective, can be valuable as unveiling of the hopes and desires we have for 
fiction: what we want it to be and do for us in the current historical situation. Based 
on all the readings I have conducted in this part of my study, I am starting to wonder 
if the same is true, when it gets down to brass tacks, about personal reading experi-
ences as well – especially concerning the perceived relations between fiction and 
reality. Perhaps speculation, as a form of mimesis tied to a certain readerly strategy 
of interpretation, is a matter of the reader simply searching from a work of fiction 
some kind of contribution to the reality they navigate in their daily life: some insight, 
or new perspective, or glimpse of a greater purpose to commit to, even conditionally, 
beyond a fragmented post-truth reality.  

If that is true, and if that is indeed what contemporary readers more generally 
want from fiction, then it seems that the current appeal of fantasy would probably 
lie in the heightened sense of interpretive ambiguity and creative leeway which the 
imaginary world as the focal point of interpretation affords; those are the qualities 
which make such a world, at its best, a vehicle for open-ended freeform speculation 
with several potential contributions to be gained through sincere and playful engage-
ment. In the next section, I conclude this part of my study with some further reflec-
tions on how, by encouraging the deliberately naïve reading strategies I have em-
ployed here, the speculative mimesis of fantasy may provide a useful model for 
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understanding the efforts of 21st-century fiction, in general, to confront the crisis of 
representation.     

6.3. A Fool’s Hope: Speculative Metamodernism and the Quest 
for Fictionality  

“Tell me,” asks Pippin of Gandalf, when the two stand in the besieged Minas Tirith 
waiting for the armies of Mordor to begin their attack, “is there any hope? For Frodo, 
I mean; or at least mostly for Frodo.” To this, Gandalf answers, “There never was 
much hope. […] Just a fool’s hope, as I have been told.” (Rings, 1066). This famous 
line encapsulates the kind of commitment to an impossible possibility that frequently 
recurs in fantasy storytelling: a possibility that a hobbit might be able to sneak into 
the guarded heart of Sauron’s realm and there destroy the Dark Lord’s most prized 
possession, or that a scrappy band of heroes, allied together, might withstand legions 
of evil that vastly outnumber them. In The Broken Earth trilogy, characters are hoping 
against hope that they, and the humankind as a species, might survive the ongoing 
Fifth Season, striving to build a community even in the face of seemingly inevitable 
annihilation; in The Buried Giant, a frail elderly couple takes it upon themselves to 
help the warrior Wistan slay a dragon; in The Magician’s Land, Quentin saves Fillory, 
after everyone from his friends to the god of that land has told him it cannot be 
done. Even Yarvi’s war against the vastly superior strength of the High King in The 
Shattered Sea plays into this trope of protagonists beating impossible odds; although, 
in keeping with the trilogy’s deconstructive play with such familiar tropes, the elf-
weapons the underdogs bring out of Strokom turn those odds around in a way that 
thoroughly subverts the usual ethos of this kind of story. That ethos, in a nutshell, is 
that a fool’s hope is enough if the alternative is despair – that a choice between striving for 
an impossible possibility and giving up is no choice at all.  

It is remarkable, in my view, how closely this recurring ethos of a fool’s hope 
seems to align with the vaguely utopian metamodernist sensibility or “structure of 
feeling” (see Vermeulen & van den Akker 2014, 57) as described by Vermeulen and 
van den Akker, Gibbons, Corsa and others: “a refusal to accept the current state of 
the world” (Gibbons 2015, 41), a resolve to chase truths that may not exist for the 
sake of progress itself (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010, 5) and an embrace of “a 
sort of optimistic naivety” about the possibility of “humanity collectively moving 
toward a far better world” (Corsa 2018, 256). All these high hopes and earnest aspi-
rations are tempered, according to these theories of metamodernism, with a mind-
fulness of the lessons of postmodernism – plurality of versions of the world, lack of 
definite answers, suspicion of totalizing master narratives – resulting in a precarious 
balancing act, or wild oscillation, between sincerely enthusiastic commitment to the 
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world outside and cautious awareness of the provisional and imperfect quality of that 
commitment. In fantasy storytelling, the fool’s hope for a better world is similarly 
balanced with the foregrounding of the imaginary world as an artistic creation: an 
artificial, playful model of a reality that is, at best, an imprecise and strange instru-
ment for rethinking the reality. In this kind of an artificial, meticulously designed and 
audaciously fictional sphere of thinking, global perspectives can be taken, strange 
and numinous ideas entertained and the sublimity beyond the knowable versions of 
reality glimpsed, as a matter of playful speculation and in productive tension with 
potential instrumental uses of those perspectives, ideas and glimpses.  

In this sense, if an obvious anachronism may be permitted, there has perhaps 
always been something vaguely metamodernist in the ethos and practice of fantasy 
world-building: an urge to create conditions, within fiction, where a fool’s hope of a 
more heroic or magical or deeply meaningful world could pan out (cf. Hume 1984, 
92; Attebery 1992, 39). If entertaining such hopes amounts to authorly or readerly 
escapes from reality, Tolkien maintains in “On Fairy-Stories,” then those escapes are 
surely “very practical, and may even be heroic” (2006, 148), allowing for much-
needed recovery and consolation. This is the purpose which, for Tolkien and the 
numerous theorizers of fantasy his conceptions of artistic world-creation inspired, 
fantasy worlds are built to serve. They exist separate from and alternative for the 
rigid, stifling rationality of the modern, post-Enlightenment world (see ibid., 150; 
Wolfe 2011, 72; Oziewicz 2017) – and, by other accounts, in opposition to the end-
lessly relative meaninglessness of the postmodern world (see Hume 1984, 91; Casey 
2011, 112; Hassler-Forest 2016, 31). Despite the emphasis that Tolkien and most 
following theorists of fantasy world-building put on the “inner consistency of real-
ity” (Tolkien 2006, 155) and life-like quality that makes the resulting worlds “believ-
able” or immersive, this notion of the purpose of fantasy worlds speaks to the prag-
matic value of their conspicuous fictionality. It is, after all, precisely because they are obvi-
ously designed things, and not found ones, that they can allow the reader to experi-
ence something the world outside would not afford.  

In terms of reinventing mimesis as a meaningful response to reality, and thus 
confronting the crisis of representation, aligning fantasy fiction this closely with met-
amodernism may be somewhat contentious. So far, this particular periodizing project 
has mostly focused on contemporary genres that blur boundaries between fiction 
and nonfiction, such as autofiction and true crime television (e. g. Gibbons et al. 
2019), rather than those conspicuously maintaining and foregrounding them.136 

 
136 Theory of metamodernism seems to be progress ing along a somewhat forked path 
at the moment. The one I am following here is set by Verm eulen and van den Akker’s 
essay “Notes on Metamodernism” (2010); the other follows David James and Urmila 
Seshagiri’s  “Metamodernism. Narratives of Continuity and Revolution ” (2014), which 
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However, the fact that there seems to be an affinity between Tolkienian sub-creation 
and metamodernism is perhaps not so surprising; after all, in their seminal essay on 
this new structure of feeling Vermeulen and van den Akker note that in art, “meta-
modernism appears to find its clearest expression in an emergent neoromantic sen-
sibility” (2010, 8). This sensibility, they go on to explain, involves art “drawing atten-
tion to what it cannot present in its language, what it cannot signify in its own terms 
(that what is often called the sublime, the uncanny, the ethereal, the mysterious, and 
so forth)” (ibid., 10) – in other words, the kind of unnarratable and irrepresentable 
stuff of the cosmos I discussed at length in my analyses in Chapter 4, and the won-
ders “beyond the walls of the world” Tolkien, in his own anachronistically romanti-
cist fashion, sought to glimpse with his sub-creative mythopoeia (2006, 153). In my 
readings of Abercrombie, Grossman, Ishiguro and Jemisin’s works throughout this 
part of my study, the “fool’s hope” of grasping such things can be seen in action. It 
is present as a driving force behind attempts to configure imaginary worlds into 
globally meaningful wholes, as a search for thematically significant patterns in meta-
fictional play, and as deliberate naivety before the model versions of reality that 
emerge from these interpretive processes.  

From this vantage, then, it is the penchant for highly inventive world-building – 
the ontological orientation the genre shares with postmodernist fiction but ap-
proaches with a very different attitude – which makes fantasy storytelling amenable 
for this kind of deliberate naivety, or sincere engagement. Configuring an imaginary 
world into a coherent, meaningful whole requires a commitment to take the world in its 
own terms: a willful suspension of cynicism that entails setting aside rigid preconcep-
tions about what can be real, true or possible. As I discussed in Chapter 2, fantasy 
ontologies are also, as a rule, self-legitimizing, their “inner consistency of reality” 
more or less inviolate and mythic patterns and master narratives that structure them 
unquestioned. Even though grasping these world together entails highly unnatural 
perspective-taking on a global scale and conspicuous amounts of readerly conjecture, 
they still come across as coherent models of alternative realities the reader is encour-
aged to interpret literally (see Chu 2010, 10; Polvinen 2018, 67–68) – and as such, 
naively – for the sake of using them as speculative models for rethinking the world 
outside. At the same time, conceiving of them as such models involves acute aware-
ness of their ontological status as fictional creations that exist, presumably, to com-
municate something not quite so literal about the world in which they exist as those 
models (cf. Attebery 2014, 21). To constitute a credible meaningful response to re-
ality, as a contribution offered in the face of the crisis of representation, a fantasy 

 
coins an alternative understanding of  metamodernism as 21 st-century fict ion that ex-
plicit ly engages “with the innovations of early -twentieth-century writ ing” – exempli-
fied by prestigious contemporary authors like Julian Barnes, J.  M. Coetzee, Ian 
McEwan, Cynthia Ozick, Will Self,  and Zadie Smith ( ibid. ,  87).  
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world thus needs to be conceived of by the reader as both an instrument and an artwork, 
a strange tool in Noë’s terms; it must be taken both naively for granted and prag-
matically for a designed thing made for some purpose.  

In other words, approaching a fantasy world simultaneously as a self-contained 
model of a reality and as an artificial, created model for reorganizing reality outside 
fiction both necessitates and rewards that metamodernist attitude of informed na-
ivety and pragmatic idealism. The speculative negotiations between worlds, then, 
constitute a response to reality characterized by that metamodernist tension between 
credulity and caution, and instrumentality and playfulness. To paraphrase Vermeulen 
and van den Akker’s pendulum metaphor to describe this tension (2010, 6), each 
time the commitment to truth-seeking swings towards conviction, the weight of the 
world outside fiction pulls it back towards a sense of provisionality; and the moment 
that provisionality sways towards indifference, the weight of the world inside pulls it 
back towards commitment. When a swing towards instrumental thinking threatens 
to reduce the possible avenues of speculative inquiry into a single message or parable, 
the interpretive ambiguity of world-configuration pulls it back towards playful open-
endedness; when that open-endedness begins to border on a lack of orientation, the 
urge to refigure the world inside with its outside-world foil pulls it back towards a 
sense of purpose.  

Therefore, with an appropriate oscillation between hubris and doubt, I might call 
this structure of feeling involved in my reading strategies speculative metamodernism – 
informed naivety and pragmatic idealism by the means of alternative, conspicuously 
fictional ontologies. By this line of thinking, if science fiction can be thought of, as 
McHale has suggested, as “postmodernism’s noncanonized or ‘low art’ double, its 
sister-genre” (1987, 59), then fantasy today might constitute a similar popular-cul-
tural counterpart for metamodernism. On that note, historically speaking, just like 
the dawn of science fiction as a genre tradition predates canonical postmodernism 
by quite a bit,137 the beginnings of modern fantasy genre can be taken for an early 
manifestation of metamodernism as an emergent cultural paradigm – or, alternatively 
and perhaps more accurately, for a bridge between romanticism and neoromanti-
cism. Such an amendment to the periodizing narrative presented in Part I would, of 
course, be purely hypothetical; a playful thought experiment, as it were. For starters, 
as I stressed in the introduction of this part of my study, even though metamodern-
ism does seem to hold a fairly central place in the fuzzy set of different propositions 
for the 21st-century cultural paradigm, declaring it the winner of that contest still 
feels premature.  

That being said, as this part of my study goes to show, I do find the pragmatic 
idealism that metamodernist sensibility denotes instinctively appealing in the current 

 
137 It is  fairly customary to regard Mary Shelley’s Frankenste in;  or,  the Modern Prometheus 
(1818) as the first true science fiction novel.  
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historical situation; and as I demonstrated with my admittedly incomplete survey in 
Chapter 3, most of the theorizers of the nascent new cultural paradigm seem to share 
this feeling in some form. That historical situation, which currently seems to be 
firmly poised towards what van den Akker and Vermeulen crudely but accurately call 
“a clusterfuck of world-historical proportions” (2017, 17) – with climate change and 
deepening global inequality both making the future increasingly precarious for the 
vast majority of the world’s population – indeed seems to call for art that fosters 
hope, even if it is a fool’s hope, of a better world, as well as the kinds of perceptual 
skills, insights and new perspective needed to get there. That is, in any case, a desire 
unveiled, in theory as well as fiction, by numerous recent attempts to periodize the 
21st century. 

This precarious historical context of the emergence of metamodernism, and the 
tenuous hope for a better future it espouses, gives reason to recall, from the very 
beginning of Part I, Suvin’s notion of fantasy as “a literature for ‘the time of trou-
bles’” that gives people “false prophets” and “new sacred books” that would offer 
them faith in a better world (2016b, 422). For the staunchly Marxist Suvin, of course, 
the value of such consolations is dubious at best. He likens the kind of recovery 
valued by Tolkien to “debilitating drugs” that momentarily dull pain at the price of 
giving up long-term political agency (ibid., 421–422) – essentially rehashing the old 
allegation of escapism, tempered with a reluctant suggestion that some fantasy might, 
after all, provide “pleasantly useful” means for rethinking current state of reality 
(ibid., 387–388). “Only insofar as the exerted gratifications of Fantasy [sic] may not 
only momentarily ease and dull the pain of being, but also contribute to deeper or 
more lasting eradication of pain, they can be seen as salutary,” he declares (ibid., 
422). In conceiving of fantasy fiction in terms of a speculative response to reality – 
response that involves several potentially useful contributions to readers’ percep-
tions and conceptions of the world outside fiction – I have of course been arguing 
for such usefulness of fantasy throughout this study, with varying degree of explic-
itness. In terms of the metamodernist sensibility, as a willfully optimistic response to 
troubled times, the speculative mimesis of fantasy can be taken for a means for recov-
ering a sense of agency and purpose: a fool’s hope of grasping a bigger-picture understand-
ing of the world beyond solipsistic relativism, a sincere pursuit of elusive truth, an 
ability to perceive the current reality as something that can be rethought or changed 
in the first place. 

All works of fantasy discussed here quite effortlessly afford the sort of speculative 
reading strategy that brings their imaginary worlds to those useful negotiations with 
the world outside. Indeed, as elaborate, meticulously crafted and fairly ambitious 
artistic creations, these worlds carry a wealth of thematic significance with potential 
relevance to the reader’s outlook to reality, as well as opportunities for honing one’s 
skills in things like global-scale perspective-taking and critical scrutiny of the world-
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making power of storytelling and its limits. It is, however, ultimately clear from my 
readings in this part of my study that the power of speculative mimesis to contribute 
to reality is just as much a matter of readerly attitudes and expectations as it is one of the 
affordances of works of fiction. A speculative engagement requires the reader to 
approach fiction with that good-faith willingness “to be affected and transformed” 
by the experience Meretoja describes in her account on the “hermeneutically ori-
ented conception of literature” (2015, 26) – or indeed, as I have argued in this chap-
ter, even with an expectation that fiction will serve as an instrument for such an 
affective and transformative experience (cf. Landy 2012, 196–198). An imaginary 
world is, after all, an artwork that is created in readerly collaboration with the af-
fordances of the fiction; it is both a product of co-creative interpretation and a ve-
hicle for reinterpreting the version of reality it is negotiated with. As such, it is doubly 
ambiguous, and any contributions it makes to any given reader’s comprehension of 
reality are liable to be highly variable, unpredictable and personal (cf. Scarlett & 
Zeilinger 2019, 15). 

On that note, the important caveats to the fairly optimistic 21st-century outlook 
to the power of fiction I addressed in Chapter 3 are also worth reiterating: firstly, 
that an exercise in perspective-taking or speculative thinking afforded by fiction can-
not be assumed to translate into a reorganized perception of reality, or galvanize 
readers into real action (e. g. Keen 2007, vii; Clark, T. 2015, 21; cf. Nussbaum 2010, 
7; DiPaolo 2018, 2), and secondly, that even if it does, the results cannot be assumed 
to be automatically beneficial in any particular normative sense (Keen 2007, 25). 
These are, as noted before, the limits of pragmatism in both 21st-century fiction and 
theory thereof. If metamodernism as a cultural sensibility, or fantasy as its popular-
cultural manifestation, is taken to encourage willful, even performative assumption 
of idealistic commitments after the postmodern suspicion of ideologies (also 
Eshelman 2008, 37), there is a trade-off where the potential for fiction to care for 
the shared outside world comes at the price of corresponding potential to do harm. 
This trade-off is, I think, also addressed by Vermeulen and van den Akker’s notion 
of metamodernist sensibility oscillating between enthusiasm and irony, where the 
weight of the opposing poles keep each other in check: irony draws enthusiasm back 
from the brink of “fanaticism” and enthusiasm keeps irony from tipping over into 
apathy (2010, 6). In 2017, they nevertheless recognized that the original “flawed” 
essay failed to take into account the more disturbing side of metamodernism – for 
example, what they call “the emergent nationalist, if not fascist, tendencies of con-
temporary culture” that some markedly “neoromantic” works, according to them, 
can be seen to mediate (2017, 6).  

The oscillation may not then, perhaps, be always so well-calibrated after all; and 
the perceived potential of art to contribute usefully to the world outside, or strive to 
make it better, unavoidably comes with the huge caveat that there is hardly any 
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normative consensus to be found over what such a better world would look like in 
the first place. The ubiquitous post-truth discourse has made that much abundantly 
clear, as has the ideological polarization of politics and media that has been intensi-
fying all over the Western world in the last couple of decades. Moreover, as works 
of fiction are ambiguous by design, and fantasy worlds as artworks doubly so – and 
as they indeed allow for that sincere commitment to new models for reality largely 
because they come across as a matter of open-ended play (cf. Keen 2007, 4; Attebery 
2014, 21) – there is quite a bit of leeway for the reader, if they are so inclined, to steer 
the supposed outside-world contribution of the fiction to their own ends (see Nur-
minen 2019). While I do not think such readings would constitute good-faith en-
gagements with these works at all, I guess one could interpret, for example, the world 
of The Shattered Sea as a model of a reality that celebrates brute force as the way of 
getting things done, or that of The Buried Giant as one advocating for a single-ethnicity 
nation state as the only viable solution to the cycle of violence. However, the same 
ambiguity that technically allows for such far-fetched readings of these works, of 
course, also makes such interpretations highly conspicuous as interpretations, and 
quite conjectural ones at that. This is part of the provisional side of speculative met-
amodernism that, in theory at least, keeps the oscillating pendulum swaying too far 
into zealotry and fosters readerly responsibility over the potentially resulting reinter-
pretations of reality (cf. Huber & Funk 2017, 164). 

The metamodernist sensibility, as expressed in contemporary fantasy or other-
wise, is not, then, without its potential pragmatic and ethical pitfalls; and rethinking 
mimesis in terms of fiction contributing to a shared world outside itself is ultimately 
not so much a matter of resolving the philosophical problem of fragmented reality 
as it is one of putting it on a back burner in order to focus on more concrete prob-
lems that stem from it. That is, perhaps, most that can be expected – and if all one 
has is a fool’s hope of reconstructing a meaningful and productive connection be-
tween fiction and reality, they would probably do well to embrace that hope. Amid 
the intensifying crisis of representation and against the backdrop of the ostensible 
information-era dystopia dubbed post-truth era, I think, fiction that is oriented to-
wards a bigger-picture view of the world and sincere truth-seeking can offer, if not 
a solution, then at least a way forward. On the whole, I view the speculative mimesis 
of contemporary fantasy fiction as a fairly sophisticated expression of metamodern-
ist attitudes and pragmatic aspirations. It reconciles the widely perceived need for 
fiction to respond to reality with a self-conscious reflection of its own limitations – 
and those of narrative form in general – in capturing a full world in writing (cf. Funk 
2011, 140). The speculative theories of the world that emerge from engagements 
with fantasy fiction are, then, emphatically just that: theories, to be evaluated on the 
basis of their conduciveness for chasing a better understanding of reality (cf. McHale 1992, 6), 
rather than their success at capturing it.  
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In their ontological orientation and self-reflective fictionality, fantasy fiction can 
thus also be conceived of as a means for putting storytelling into its proper place in 
the order of things, in a sense, in the midst of the storytelling boom that has the 
habit of celebrating it as a panacea for all ills of the world. They emphasize their own 
artifice, literariness, playfulness and ultimate lack of definite answers to put to the 
foreground the fact that potentially useful interpretations of reality are all that they 
have to offer – all they can, as truth-oriented fictions, express about the world outside 
in good faith. By the same conspicuous display of fictionality, moreover, they also 
lay bare the literary devices and mimetic operations that go towards the perspective-
taking and truth-seeking exercises and other thought experiments they afford, as well 
as the reader’s role as active, creative interpreter in the whole process. In this sense, 
all works in my corpus lend themselves to be read as that “literal narratology” 
McHale (2018) associates with speculative fiction more generally. This is not only 
because of the heightened “self-consciousness” of its own operations which fantasy, 
after all, shares with other kinds of “formula fiction” (ibid., 319); rather, it is a matter 
of ontological poetics made tangible, as well as the long-standing philosophical tradition 
of thematizing and theorizing storytelling and its uses that runs through the genre’s modern 
tradition – its long-standing quest for fictionality.  

In terms of that quest, the display of artifice in contemporary fantasy thus 
amounts to an interrogation, of sorts, of its own distinction and purpose – and that 
of fiction in general – in a still-irrepresentable world that nevertheless needs care and 
attention. As I concluded in Chapter 5, all works of fantasy in my corpus can be 
fruitfully read that way: as speculative theories about the power of storytelling in 
shaping the world, for better and for worse. In this study, my aim has been to situate 
fantasy fiction in its historical and present cultural context and analyze its ontologi-
cally oriented, speculative poetics – not so much to argue for a unique power this 
kind of fiction has to confront the crisis of representation as to demonstrate that, as 
I established in the introduction, fantasy is a typical, archetypal, perhaps even the 
most typical genre of literature there is (cf. Shklovsky 1965b, 57; McHale 2010, 26). 
As an exaggeratedly fictional form of fiction (Attebery 2014, 21), fantasy estranges 
its own artful world-making operations, its genre conventions and formulas and its 
ambivalent position towards addressing reality; it puts all of these on display. As a 
popular-cultural, generally “easy” form of fiction that wears its devices out in the 
open and encourages literal interpretation, fantasy can serve as a hyperbolic model, 
of sorts, of how fiction in general is designed to work (see McHale 2018, 329) – and, 
as it follows, what it is designed to do, or what purposes it can serve.  

In particular, the way fantasy stories foreground world-configuration as the piv-
otal part of the interpretive process estranges the workings of literary mimesis as an 
artistic practice, by emphasizing the ontological distinction between the worlds in-
side and outside fiction. It therefore illuminates and draws attention to the ways in 
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which the relations between those worlds, in any genre, are always more complicated 
and ambiguous than a simple matter of the former standing for or “mirroring” the 
latter on the one hand, or serving as a place for escaping it on the other. Instead, 
fantasy highlights the quality of fiction as an instrument for negotiating with an elu-
sive reality, and the reader’s participatory role in conducting those negotiations. By 
estranging their mimetic operations fantasy stories thus effectively lay bare or point 
towards the specificity of fiction, in general, when it comes to addressing the world out-
side and grappling with shifting conceptions of reality. The way they conspicuously 
formulate their responses to reality in terms of “what if” scenarios rather than less 
obviously fictional “as if” ones (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 53; Nielsen et al. 2015, 64), they 
make visible the quality of artistic mimesis as an interpretive practice, rather than purely 
imitative or creative one. They make it literal and tangible – available for examination 
even by the means of quite a naïve reading strategy, and for potentially insightful 
critical dialogue by the means of a more sophisticated, narratologically informed one 
(cf. McHale 2018, 319).  

This is why, in my view, fantasy fiction makes for a highly useful sounding board 
for scholarship of fiction and storytelling in general: it has, throughout its long-stand-
ing quest for fictionality, become a form of fiction that amplifies qualities that are 
quite possibly innate to all fiction, or tenets of fictionality itself, especially when it 
comes to confronting the world outside. As I have aimed to demonstrate in this 
thesis, studying fantasy as a lens towards a broader-scale periodizing project can 
therefore serve as a line of inquiry that sheds some light to how fiction keeps re-
thinking mimesis in adaptation to the changing notions of what constitutes reality. 
In the case of postmodernism, the genre tradition of fantasy fiction that developed 
concurrently with it illuminates the usage of imaginary ontologies to reflect on the 
narrative artifice of all worlds, as seen in the works of authors like Le Guin and 
Pratchett and even Tolkien; in the case of 21st-century project of overcoming the 
crisis of representation, more recent works of fantasy shed light to the tension be-
tween such artifice and the commitment to reality that seems to lie at the heart of 
the pragmatic aspirations of contemporary fiction. As a more literal-minded popular-
cultural companion for first postmodernism and now, perhaps with closer affinity, 
for metamodernism, fantasy can make concrete and visible what is abstract and implicit in 
more “literary” expressions of these cultural paradigms. Studying the mimetic operations of 
fantasy can, therefore, constitute a valuable contribution to the project of periodizing 
the present. 

That contribution can, then, be conceived of as a junction where the hyperbolic 
“literal narratology” or fantasy meets metamodernist pragmatism, as a strange make-
shift tool of sorts for approaching emergent tendencies in contemporary fiction and 
culture at large. It might be too bold a claim to state that fantasy fiction, with its 
speculative mimesis, constitutes the cutting edge of fiction pioneering routes beyond 
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postmodernism and through the crisis of representation; however, what I think it 
can be claimed to do is to exaggerate and make tangible some means by which those 
routes are sought or forged, and thus model potential ways forward and the various im-
plications and problems of those ways. This is speculative metamodernism in an-
other sense of that tentative term: fantasy understood as a form of fiction that con-
structs models, theories, hypotheses and thought experiments about where meta-
modernist fiction could possibly be heading, and how it might be theorized. In the 
absence of the benefit of hindsight that would allow for a truly credible descriptive 
or representative treatment of the post-postmodern culture as a whole, one can look 
to fantasy as a means for informed speculation about what it might possibly look like. 
As an object of study, fantasy can thus dangle a tantalizing impossible possibility of 
grasping a full picture of metamodernism – or whatever epithet one prefers to apply 
to 21st-century culture – before the periodizers of the present, and provide the sort 
of fool’s hope which keeps the quest going, even in the face of the knowledge that 
the hypothetical answers orienting that quest may turn out to be a mirage. 
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND NEW LINES OF INQUIRY 

In this study, I have employed a two-pronged theoretical approach to the mimetic 
operations and ontological poetics of fantasy fiction. First, I started off with an effort 
to write fantasy in to the conventional periodizing narrative of Western cultural his-
tory, from the early 20th century to the still-unfolding picture of the present day. 
Next, I continued with an in-depth exploration of the poetics of contemporary fan-
tasy storytelling and the reading strategies it affords, using my readings of The Buried 
Giant, The Broken Earth, The Shattered Sea and The Magicians as illuminating case studies. 
In the end, I arrived again at an intersection of these two lines of inquiry: a point 
where my readings of these works become instruments for probing a more general 
rethinking of mimesis in 21st-century storytelling and, as such, for informed specu-
lation about what the way forward, beyond the crisis of representation and its man-
ifestations in literary postmodernism, might look like. Here, at the conclusion of the 
journey, it is time to retrace the steps, to take stock of what has been gained along 
the way – and to sketch out some potential paths further that could be taken from 
this crossroads. 

From the outset, this study has been oriented towards contributing to a more 
nuanced understanding of not only the complex responses to reality in contemporary 
fantasy, but also the very concept of mimesis and its entanglement with the perceived 
ontological status of fiction in relation to reality. To that end, I have sought to re-
consider the recent Western literary history, and fantasy in that context, as a period-
ical rethinking of those relations, prompted by broader-scale historical and cultural 
developments. With that premise, and with the development of the fantasy genre as 
my usefully estranging vantage point, my retelling of the familiar story of modernism 
and postmodernism in Part I formed into a critique of two deeply entrenched and 
somewhat intertwined binaries which structure that story: the one between “experi-
mental” literary fiction and “conventional” genre fiction on the one hand, and the 
one between ostensibly reality-oriented or “mimetic” fiction and allegedly reality-
averse, “non-mimetic” or “anti-mimetic” fiction (cf. Pettersson 2016, 63) on the 
other. My retelling of the conventional periodizing narrative in this study serves to 
make some serious flaws, contradictions and blind spots in both of these dichoto-
mies visible. As an alternative way of narrativizing the Western literary history of the 
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20th and 21st centuries, therefore, it is a story I find useful (cf. McHale 1992, 33) – 
and which, I hope, may prove useful to other scholars as well going forward. 

First of all, this critical retelling demonstrates that far from constituting a qualita-
tively distinct polar opposition to a supposed post-Enlightenment “mimetic bias” in 
Western literary mainstream (e. g. Hume 1984; Oziewicz 2017; Kortekallio 2020, 13–
14), fantasy – and speculative fiction in general – can be more fruitfully seen to his-
torically accompany and complement a similar rethinking of mimesis in terms of world-
creation within literary mainstream, in response to the crisis of representation. When 
both fantasy and literary postmodernism are thus regarded as similar yet distinct re-
sponses to that crisis, what comes to clear focus is the way their corresponding po-
etics explore the ontological status and distinction of fiction, at large, in an irrepresentable 
world. This new perspective can help us put the world-building practices, inbuilt 
metafictionality and speculative attitude towards reality that characterize fantasy fic-
tion into their relevant historical context, and understand them in terms of the com-
plex, plural and even contradictory conceptions of reality to which these devices 
respond. Therefore, this new version of the periodizing narrative also goes to show 
that ontologically oriented forms of fiction – either within the genre tradition of 
fantasy or the postmodernist and contemporary mainstream it parallels – can be use-
fully understood not as some broadly “anti-mimetic,” let alone “escapist” develop-
ments, but rather as attempts to redefine relations between fiction and reality in new and 
productive ways. It leads, in short, towards an understanding of literary speculation 
as a form of mimesis. 

Fantasy comes across, from this vantage, as a form of fiction that not only con-
cerns itself with the world outside, but can also expand the potential scope of literary 
mimesis, from reflection of an external reality through creative world-making to-
wards possibly transformative negotiations (cf. Meretoja 2015, 26; Alber et al. 2018, 
450) between different models for configuring and interpreting worlds. It can there-
fore be taken to confront the crisis of representation with a novel, pragmatic con-
ception of mimesis as speculative contribution to the world outside fiction – a conception 
which, in the light of the various theories of storytelling beyond postmodernism 
surveyed in this study, appears highly topical. Such an understanding of mimesis also 
transcends any rigid hierarchies between reality and its representation, allowing for a 
more nuanced and multifaceted picture of possible relations between fiction and 
reality than those implied by the mimesis/anti-mimesis dichotomy. Throughout this 
study, I have accordingly sought to demonstrate the analytical usefulness of viewing 
relations between fiction and reality as far more complex, variable, indirect and mutually 
transformative than such a dichotomy can account for – and the usefulness of fantasy 
fiction as a means for exploring and “laying bare” that complexity (cf. Shklovsky 
1965b, 27; McHale 2018, 326).  
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In such a non-hierarchic and open-ended understanding of the interaction be-
tween worlds of fiction and the world outside (cf. Halliwell 2002, 21–22) – in both 
fiction and theory thereof – also lies a potential resolution to the crisis of represen-
tation. Speculation, as a practice of literary theory-building and model-making, is 
simultaneously oriented towards understanding reality and conspicuous in its creative and playful 
artifice. As such, it amounts to forging a meaningful connection between fiction and 
reality that is not contingent on the former being able to imitate or stand for the 
latter at all – indeed one that deliberately emphasizes the interpretive artifice of 
world-configuration as the starting point for the negotiations between fiction and 
external reality. When fiction is approached with the speculative reading strategy dis-
cussed at length in Part II – with an ontological focus, a mindful sensitivity to the 
story’s fictionality and a productive tension between instrumental and playful atti-
tudes – the dynamic of these negotiations becomes, at length, the driving force of 
the interpretive process, and somewhat conspicuous as such. In short, such reading 
foregrounds the hermeneutics of reading itself: fiction as a means of negotiating two 
worlds with one another, and the reader’s role as the conductor of those negotia-
tions. 

Instead of static and hierarchic reflection of reality, or self-contained world-crea-
tion (cf. Tolkien 2006), the speculative mimesis that unfolds in such a reading there-
fore makes storytelling come across as a means for interpreting the world outside. In so 
doing, it stresses the interpretive quality of any version of reality fiction can deal with, 
while also emphatically maintaining that this does not make those versions false or 
meaningless, or fiction unable to engage with external reality. Literary speculation, 
therefore, opens a way for fiction to do what, if various accounts on the aspirations 
of Western art beyond postmodernism are to be followed, contemporary storytelling 
frantically seeks to do: to make a sincere contribution towards a better understanding of our 
shared reality, despite the impossibility of truly capturing that reality in writing. This 
amounts to a reconceptualization of mimesis in a way that overcomes the normative 
positivism and stark dichotomies – between real and unreal, true and false, possible 
and impossible, natural and artificial or supernatural – of post-Enlightenment West-
ern structures of thinking. Accordingly, it also allows for reconsideration of the pur-
pose of fiction and the roles it can play in the wider world beyond the narrow limits 
of those structures, as well as the hierarchic understanding of reality and representa-
tion they entail. 

This broadening of perspective creates possibilities for analyzing relations be-
tween fiction and reality with more open, curious and flexible mind regarding what 
exactly is or can be real, true, possible or natural – and what it actually means for a 
being, an event or a world to be one of these things, either in fiction or out of it. Not 
only does this open up room for discussing fantasy in terms of its complex responses 
to reality rather than simple aversions or subversive oppositions of it, but it can also 
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help us come to terms with the pluralities of different versions of reality in this so-
called “post-truth” world – and to understand fictional responses thereof – in a more 
nuanced and potentially productive manner than that allowed by more rigid concep-
tions of reality and its representations. Moreover, as a further line of inquiry that 
might be taken from here, the concept of speculative mimesis developed here could 
also potentially help scholars like myself to question our own Western, academic and 
secular biases concerning what can constitute either reality or literary response to it 
(cf. Attebery 2014, 10–11), and provide us with more inclusive alternative concep-
tions. As such, it could possibly be fashioned into a useful analytical tool for, say, 
discussing fantasy fiction produced outside the Western cultural sphere without get-
ting tangled up in the fundamentally Western conceptions of reality and mimesis that 
have traditionally formed a core part of the very definition of the genre.  

This understanding of speculation as a form of mimesis has major implications 
for the roles that worlds of fantasy fiction – and possibly those of fiction more gen-
erally – play in interpretation in correspondence with the world outside. Instead of 
being regarded as simply settings or vicariously explorable imaginary places, these 
worlds come into focus as global-scale models of alternative way of configuring a version 
of reality. These models, as I have demonstrated in my readings throughout this 
study, afford profoundly strange and “unnatural” perspectives to worlds as graspable 
global or cosmic-scale systems, as artificial designs, as instruments for speculation, as play-
ful puzzles to figure out and as enigmas that evade attempts to narrativize them, among 
other possible things: all kinds of vantages that our perception of the world outside 
cannot easily afford and that the common, naturalizing understanding of imaginary 
worlds as immersive “containers for stories” (see Mäkelä & Polvinen 2018, 502; 
Polvinen 2021, 393; cf. Ryan 2016, 23) or stand-ins for everyday reality fails to cap-
ture. This wealth of potential perspectives to and uses for imaginary worlds thus 
points towards a profound rethinking of the very metaphor of “world,” in both lit-
erary studies and everyday thought. For instance, it creates room for thinking of 
worlds as something more than mere places for human-scale action to happen; for another, it 
allows for consideration of those worlds as artefacts designed to signify something, as both 
literary artworks and models for organizing a possible reality. The exploration of the 
global-scale ontological poetics of fantasy fiction I have conducted in this study can, 
therefore, provide a useful model for rethinking the practices and purposes of world-
building in fiction in general – and perhaps in some forms of non-fiction as well. 

On that note, however, this new conception of the world metaphor can provide 
new avenues for considering the very distinction of fiction – especially in a world in 
the grip of the “storytelling boom,” where lines between fictional and non-fictional 
discourses get increasingly blurred and where, according to much of current theory 
of fictionality, these lines do not even necessarily correspond with those between 
fiction and nonfiction (e. g. Nielsen et al. 2015; Walsh 2019; see Browse et al. 2019). 
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My model of speculative mimesis still suggests world-based ontological specificity 
for fiction, while doing away with unhelpful assumptions of one-directional hierar-
chies or stark separations between the worlds inside and outside fiction; as such, it 
can help us view fictionality as a matter of both ontological distinction and rhetorical 
relevance to the outside world simultaneously (cf. Roine 2016, 59–60; Walsh 2019, 
414). Putting the negotiations between alternative ontologies to spotlight, this out-
look to the mimetic operations of fiction highlights the complexity, indirectness and 
ambiguity of those negotiations as a defining quality of fiction, and provides tools 
for analyzing them in depth. Reading fantasy, as a conspicuously fictional form of 
fiction (cf. Attebery 2014, 21), has served in this study to map out those qualities of 
fiction and put them on display – as a speculative thought experiment, of sorts, about 
how responses to reality in all kinds of fiction might be better understood.  

Going forward, therefore, it could prove illuminating to put this hypothesis to a 
further test by applying the findings of this study and the speculative reading strategy 
laid out here to other kinds of fiction. It would be particularly interesting, I think, to 
conduct similar speculative readings of texts that explicitly negotiate the ontological 
boundaries between fiction and nonfiction, or rhetorical ones between drama and 
documentary, in their mimetic operations: the kind of “hyperrealism” that, it seems 
to me, is curiously flourishing in the 21st-century cultural climate along with fantasy 
fiction. Analyzing, for example, tv shows like HBO’s Chernobyl (2019) and Netflix’s 
The Crown (2016–) or the 2021 Academy Award winner for Best Picture, Nomadland 
(2021), from this perspective might add some fruitful insight to our understanding 
of where those boundaries lie and how they are both blurred and maintained in 
works of contemporary storytelling. Incidentally, I have also recently seen all of these 
works being decried as tantamount to “fake news” on the culture pages of news 
media (e. g. Jenkins 2020; Rose 2021), which, to me, raises further questions about 
the ethical dimensions of mimesis, fictionality and interpretation in our epistemically 
challenging age. How do these kinds of fictions contribute to our understanding of 
reality – and what kinds of readerly skills does it take to view those contributions as 
matter of fictional negotiations between versions of the world, rather than distor-
tions of our shared reality?  

In short, by foregrounding the world-creating side of its mimetic operations, lay-
ing bare its own artifice and encouraging the reader to engage in playful freeform 
speculation, fantasy fiction can show us how to read any kind of fiction as fiction – 
or how to approach mimesis as a matter of dynamic and creative interpretation, ra-
ther than static showing. The readings of 21st-century fantasy I have conducted in 
this study thus serve to point towards the specificity of fiction, in general, as both 
object of interpretation and a means for reinterpreting the world outside. As I con-
cluded in Part I, such a hermeneutically oriented understanding of reading as “pro-
cess of exploration” (Meretoja 2015, 32) that produces useful insight about the outside 
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world or trains broadly applicable skills for navigating it constitutes the most consistent 
feature across the theories of the 21st-century cultural shift beyond postmodernism 
surveyed here. Such assumptions of readerly approaches, expectations and strategies, 
however, tend to go implicit in these theories, with the pragmatist ethos mainly at-
tributed to texts themselves or the current generation of authors. My own focus on 
reading as skillful negotiation between worlds inside and outside fiction – and as that 
deliberately naïve, pragmatically sincere engagement those theories tacitly suggest – 
therefore aims to bring the readerly side of confronting the crisis of representation 
to clearer focus. As such, my readings of contemporary fantasy showcase the illus-
trative value of reading fantasy fiction not only to the current rethinking of mimesis 
in general – as contribution to reality – but also to the strategies of reading that realize 
the potential of fiction to make those contributions.  

When it comes to the ongoing project of periodizing the present, the attention 
my approach thus draws to the interaction between contemporary fictions and con-
temporary readers is meant to open a conversation about potential new strategies of 
reading 21st-century fiction calls for and rewards. Fantasy, as a form of fiction that 
both enjoys huge popularity right now and seems to effortlessly afford the kinds of 
“pragmatist,” “sincere” or “metamodernist” readerly approaches described by par-
ticipants of that periodizing project, serves as an appropriate prompt for that con-
versation and can, I believe, also help orient it going forward. Although the link I 
have assumed between the current fantasy boom and the general cultural aspirations 
detected by periodizers of the 21st century remains to be decisively established – and 
trying to prove it might, in fact, constitute a fascinating empirical study – my thesis 
goes to show that the ontologically oriented, speculative poetics of contemporary 
fantasy fiction do present a highly satisfying correspondent to both the 21st-century 
periodizing effort and narrative theory at large. Moreover, even though it may not 
be wise to make too bold claims about what makes fantasy so appealing to broad 
audiences in the current historical situation – on that question, after all, I have only 
my personal perspective to offer – the conversation between fiction and theory this 
study sets up does point towards certain insight about what contemporary readers 
seek from fiction. 

As I concluded in Part I and have sought to keep in mind throughout Part II, the 
project of periodizing the present is indeed more likely to tell us something about 
our current desires for fiction and its uses in the wider world than it is to offer an accurate 
picture of what exactly is going on in our culture right now. Reading fiction in the 
provisionally naïve, playfully truth-seeking manner I have adopted in this study 
serves to make such unveiling of desires tangible on a personal level; and in a con-
versation with theory of 21st-century fiction, this personal insight can be, tentatively 
and speculatively, connected to a more general “structure of feeling” that character-
izes the contemporary world and artistic response to it. What particularly strikes me 
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as deeply appealing in the works of fantasy fiction I have discussed in this study – 
and as such, their speculative mimesis – is the room they afford for feeling at home in 
an unknowable world. This appeal of speculation, I find, applies to the interaction of 
the personal and more generalizing perspectives I have engaged with in this study as 
well. As with any discussion of literary interpretation, the inescapability of personal 
perspective, and the audacity of theorizing reading on that personal basis, is a con-
stant source of scholarly discomfort (cf. Kortekallio 2020, 30); understanding of 
speculation as a legitimate if deeply provisional form of knowledge helps mitigate 
that discomfort.  

As a response to reality, speculation – be it literary or scholarly – entails being 
comfortable with incomplete knowledge and partial answers. It maintains that seek-
ing good answers, even in the absence of right ones, is a worthwhile pursuit, and that 
provisional understanding of the world can be just as useful – or more so – than 
confidently asserted, certain knowledge. More broadly speaking, I figure that a spec-
ulative attitude to worlds around us, either fictional or nonfictional, can also help us 
accept the fluidity of the reality we share and live – even thrive – with its ontological 
instability, precarious prospects and other ever-present uncertainties. As a form of 
being in the world, speculation is an exercise in seeing one’s own life as part of a 
bigger picture, creating theories that help us imagine ourselves as part of the world 
– and if the tools we use to create those connections between the personal and the 
universal are less than perfect, it can help us live with that as well, and strive to make 
them better. 
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