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Place and Displacement: 
Determining a Spiritual Path in 
Children’s Fantasy Literature

Beppie Keane

This paper is concerned with the fantasy texts of three British children's and young

adult fiction authors, who use ideas of place and displacement as a means of

presenting ontological arguments that focus specifically upon the spiritual place of

their protagonists. For the purpose of this paper, I am using Sandra M. Schneiders's

definition of spirituality as 'the experience of conscious involvement in the project of

life-integration through self-transcendence toward the ultimate value one perceives'

(2003, p.165). One's spiritual place, then, is a place in which all aspects of one's life

are integrated with the surrounding world or universe due to one's ability to transcend

the limitations of the self and achieve a greater, positive understanding of reality and

one's correct place within it. While this place is meta-physical, in fiction and

mythology it is often found associated with a tangible location, whether that be a

fabled homeland, or an alternate plane of existence, such as Heaven. The journey or

path towards this spiritual place can take the form of an organised religion, but is

often only religious in what Schneiders calls the most basic sense: that is, in that this

journey is concerned with 'the fundamental life stance of the person who believes in

transcendent reality' (p.167)

In children's and young adult fantasy literature, some manner of physical

displacement frequently functions as a catalyst that alerts protagonists to the

existence of a transcendent reality, and as a consequence, also alerts them to a deeper

spiritual displacement within themselves and the world or worlds they inhabit. As

such, the journeys of the protagonists become quests for spiritual place. Probably the

most prominent twentieth-century author to use displacement in this manner is C. S.

Lewis, author of the Chronicles of Narnia, a didactic series that employs the use of

Biblical allegoryi in order to encourage readers to share Lewis's Christian faith. The

other two authors that I shall discuss both, in different ways, react against Lewis's

Christian vision of spiritual fulfilment, replacing his Biblical narratives with secular

humanist discourses in which self-transcendence is precipitated by self-

understanding. Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials trilogy encourages readers to

determine their own spiritual path by deconstructing the notion of original sin that is
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central to Christian doctrine, while in the Wind on Fire trilogy William Nicholson

makes ironical use of Biblical allusion: the absence of a god for the Manth people

causes the focus of spiritual fulfilment, and notions of good and evil, to turn inwards.

The self becomes the starting point for self-transcendence.

It is useful to split Lewis's vision of spiritual fulfilment into two categories: that of

Biblical allegory, and that of theological speculation. Lewis uses the former as a

platform for the latter. Aslan's self-sacrifice for Edmund on the Stone Table, and his

return to life clearly reflects the Biblical story of Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection,

but Lewis's explanation for it, 'that when a willing victim who had committed no

treachery was killed in a traitor's stead … Death itself would start working

backwards' (2001a, p.185), merely speculates as to the intricacies of this miracle. In

his apologetic work Mere Christianity, Lewis uses a similar technique in explaining

his religion, but clearly states that the Christian belief in Jesus' resurrection is

separate to any theories as to how this resurrection allows humankind to become

right with God (2002, p.54). The spiritual displacement experienced by Lewis's

protagonists belongs to the category of Biblical allegory. The relationship between

this displacement and the physical displacement of the children into Narnia,

however, is based upon theological speculation that relies heavily, although not

always overtly, on what Lewis perceives as the essential differences between the

nature of children and the nature of adults. While Lewis devised the speculative

occurrences of his novels to encourage readers to share his beliefs, this speculation

is not essential to the belief itself. It is these two aspects of Lewis's work to which

William Nicholson and Philip Pullman react in their texts. Nicholson reacts primarily

to Lewis's use of Biblical allegory, using Biblical allusions that lead secondarily to

speculation upon spiritual matters. Pullman, however, primarily reacts to Lewis's

theological speculation: his use of Biblical allegory becomes significant after he has

portrayed his own speculations on human spirituality.

In The Chronicles of Narnia and The Wind on Fire, spiritual displacement is

established at an early stage. Lewis establishes his notion of spiritual displacement

meta-textually with his Biblical allegory: because of original sin, all humans have

been rendered spiritually separate from their place with God. Textually, Lewis

demonstrates this spiritual displacement in human reactions to Aslan: the children

have difficulty looking Aslan in the face. When they attempt to do so, they merely

manage to catch 'a glimpse of the golden mane and the great, royal, solemn

overwhelming eyes' before they find that they must look away from him and become

'all trembly' (2001a, p.168-69). The spiritual displacement of Nicholson's Kestrel,

Bowman and Mumpo is more overt. Indeed, the purpose of The Wind Singer, the first

novel in the trilogy, is to establish the spiritual displacement of their people, known

as the Manth people. The initial social isolation of the protagonists does not directly

reflect this displacement. Rather, their status as outcasts allows them, unlike their

fellow citizens, to recognise the Morah, a force of fear and hatred, in the people of

Aramanth. As outcasts, the three are able to learn that the Morah, more than a 'story
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from long ago,' is in fact a force that rules their city (2000, p.75). The temporary

physical displacement of the children from their city, and their quest to return the

voice of the Wind Singer to the city of Aramanth is a metaphor for their quest to

inspire the recognition of this spiritual displacement within the Manth people. The

protective nature of the Wind Singer lies only in its role as a catalyst for recognition:

it allows the Manth people to recognise the competitive exam-propelled nature of

their society as a symptom of their spiritual displacement. Although this recognition

causes the Manth people to reject a lifestyle fuelled by jealousy, it does not bring

them to their spiritual place. Rather, recognition of their own displacement endows

them with the ability to seek their spiritual and physical homeland in the subsequent

novels.

Some of the earliest, though initially misleading, hints that Nicholson gives his

readers as to the nature of the Manth people's spiritual displacement come in the form

of Biblical allusions. The Zars, the purest human manifestation of the Morah, seduce

Bowman with the claim that, 'We are legion. We are all' (2000, p.278). The Morah's

identification of itself is undeniably similar to the identification of an evil spirit

expelled by Jesus in the Gospel of Mark: 'My name is Legion,' the evil spirit replied,

'for we are many' (5:9). Superficially, this would suggest that, like the evil spirit from

the Bible, the Morah springs from an external source, and uses its power to possess

individuals. Later, in Slaves of the Mastery and Firesong, the enslavement of the

Manth people, and their prophet-led journey from slavery to their homeland parallels

the Biblical account of the journey on which the prophet Moses led the Israelites,

from slavery in Egypt to their promised homeland of Canaan. Finally, the defeat of

the Morah is only achieved with the sacrifice of Kestrel, who allows herself to be

consumed in the wind on fire, just as sin in the Bible is defeated with the sacrifice of

Jesus. In Nicholson's Biblical references, however, the figure of a God is absent,

causing his spiritual speculation to branch away from Lewis's theological

speculation. In the absence of a God, Nicholson's Biblical allusions become ironic,

emphasising not the presence of an external battle between good and evil, in which

humans must choose sides, but rather, a battle existing internally, within the

individual. The legion of Zars becomes the manifestation of the unhindered passions

of thousands: rather than an external spirit that must penetrate the individual, it

becomes an internal force that, at its worst, breaks free from the individual's control:

… the time came when the mor filled every person to the brim, and bursting the skin

that separates one from another, it merged into a single force, that fed on itself and all

its member people, and could never thereafter be destroyed. (2001, p.222)

The journey of the Manth people, then, is unveiled as a journey of self-discovery,

rather than the tale of a God revealing himself.

The role played in this journey of discovery by children and adolescents, Kestrel,

Bowman and Mumpo, gains additional significance when compared with the nature

of Philip Pullman's reaction to Lewis's work, and his contrastive portrayal of the
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relationship between spiritual displacement and the progression from childhood to

adulthood. Unlike Nicholson and Lewis, Pullman does not delve into Biblical

allegory until late in his work. Instead, he presents his reader with a speculative

world in which a person's soul has a physical manifestation in the animal form of a

dæmon. Through the figure of the dæmon, Pullman speculates that childhood is the

time in which one's spiritual place is unfixed; a time of intuition as opposed to

knowledge. Spiritual place becomes fixed in the realm of adulthood, symbolised by

the dæmon's taking on of a permanent form, rather than continually changing shape

in response to its owner's emotions and desires. Although vastly different in purpose,

Lewis's Chronicles of Narnia purports a similar view of childhood spirituality. Peter,

Susan, Edmund and Lucy are only able to visit Narnia as children; as they become

adolescents their spiritual task in the world of their birth is revealed to them. Aslan

reveals to the children that as adults they must become close to their own world and

discover him there:

… there I have another name. You must learn to know me by that name. This was the

very reason why you were brought to Narnia, that by knowing me here for a little, you

may know me better there. (2001b, p.541)

Childhood is the time for spiritual exploration, where one can speculate about God

in the form of a lion, while adulthood is a time in which one's spiritual life cannot be

sustained by the speculative world of Narnia. When childhood has passed,

spirituality must have the fixed form provided, in Lewis's case, by the Christian

Church.

Although Pullman also portrays childhood as a time of spiritual fluidity, this does not

indicate spiritual displacement akin to that of Lewis's protagonists. Rather, it is

simply the path to the placement found later in life. The version of the Christian

Church depicted by Pullman is the cause of spiritual displacement in the world of the

protagonist, Lyra, and some of the other worlds she visits. In Northern Lights,

scientists, known as experimental theologians, endeavour to separate children from

their dæmons in order to prevent them from succumbing to original sin (1996,

p.284), suggesting at an early stage in the trilogy that it is the imposition of this

concept, rather than any one sin itself, that results in this displacement. Pullman uses

the concept of elementary particles of consciousness invisible to the human eye,

'Dust,' 'Shadows' or 'sraf' as they are known in different worlds, as a bridge between

his own speculation and his use of Biblical allegory. As a substance that becomes

concentrated around a conscious individual as they approach adulthood, Pullman is

able to use the concept to convey his own speculative ideas about childhood and

adulthood within the framework of alternative Biblical narratives. In The Amber

Spyglass, the mulefa, alien beings with human-like consciousness, introduce Dr

Malone to a narrative that provides an alternative to The Fall in Genesis. In this

narrative, the serpent is a guide who led the mulefa into a higher state of

consciousness; a state of being to be celebrated rather than lamented:
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One day a creature with no name discovered a seed-pod and began to play, and as she

played she … saw a snake coiling itself through the hole in a seed pod, and the snake

said … What do you know? What do you see ahead? And she said, Nothing, nothing,

nothing. So the snake said Put your foot through the hole in the seed-pod where I was

playing, and you will become wise. So she put her foot in where the snake had been.

And the oil entered her foot and made her see more clearly than before, and the first

thing she saw was the sraf. So she and her mate took the first ones, and they discovered

that they knew who they were, they knew they were mulefa and not grazers. 

(2001, p.236-37)

It is this narrative that is a reference point for the task that Will and Lyra

unknowingly complete in becoming adolescents. As the two draw Dust to themselves

by recreating the tale of Adam and Eve, they are creating a new narrative in which

the role of Dust as a force for knowledge is treasured. The physical displacement of

Lyra and Will from their home worlds prompts a narrative shift that eliminates the

spiritual displacement caused by viewing Dust, consciousness and knowledge as a

force of sin.

Will and Lyra's role in recreating this narrative provides a contrast to the role of

Kestrel, Bowman and Mumpo in the Manth spiritual journey. Nicholson places a

different emphasis on the division between childhood and adulthood, with this

difference reflecting the spiritual progression of the Manth people. When Kestrel and

her female peers are stolen from their people, her younger sister, Pinto, becomes

aware that, although not physically adolescent, she and the other girls of her age

become young women in the absence of their older sisters. Rather than relying upon

a physical trigger like Pullman's protagonists, the progression from childhood to

adulthood for Nicholson's characters places an emphasis upon maintaining a cycle.

The maturation of Pullman's protagonists is linear, as is the way in which they change

the spiritual narrative of the Christian Church, while the more fluid, cyclic

progression from childhood to adulthood in The Wind on Fire reflects the fact that

the role of Nicholson's protagonists is to maintain and fulfil a spiritual narrative:

'Ira Manth speaks of three generations,' said Hanno. 'A time of kindness. A time of

action. And a time of cruelty. At the end of the third generation, the power of the Morah

is at its height. Terror follows terror, as men forget how to love, and are driven to rule

or be ruled, to kill or be killed. At such a time, the Singer people return.'

'And die.' (2001, p.222)

The cyclic narrative suggests that displacement is as necessary as place in the human

spiritual path. This interdependence gives rise to a similarity between the depiction

of the extremes of spiritual displacement and spiritual place. Bowman's contact with

the Morah, characterised Biblically as 'legion', gave him a sense of being 'one of

many, part of all' (2001, p.222), while Kestrel's experience of being consumed by the

Firesong in a Christ-like sacrifice also involves individuals merging together into a

single force:
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The flame was consuming her now, and she was lost in bliss, lost in the thousand

flames that now burned together as a single flame, carried on the charging wind – 

(2003, p.322)

This similarity between positive and negative experiences of self-transcendence,

gives Nicholson's use of Biblical allusion its greatest strength. His allusions exist not

only to highlight the non-existence of a God for the Manth people and their inwardly

focused spirituality, but also to underline the way in which Nicholson's spiritual path

reorganises the structure of the Biblical narrative. Although he does not overtly

challenge the Christian church as Pullman does, the cyclic structure of Manth

spirituality juxtaposed with the use of Biblical allusion results in a meta-textual

renunciation of the spiritual narrative championed by C. S. Lewis, replacing it with

a secular humanist one. Pullman's success in challenging Lewis's spiritual path is

limited to his text: his humanist narrative works within the Judeo-Christian

framework even as it rejects the spiritual teachings of the Church.

Even when working with Western texts that focus on Judeo-Christian spiritual ideals,

whether encouraging or rejecting them, notions of spiritual place are varied. In

reaction to C. S. Lewis's traditional Christian view of spiritual place, both William

Nicholson and Phillip Pullman depict spiritual place as something determined by the

self. In spite of these similarities, however, Nicholson and Pullman each reacts to

Lewis's ideals of spiritual place in his own way. Pullman reacts within the narrative

championed by the Church, rewriting it, but maintaining its structure; his views on the

divide between childhood and adulthood are similarly rigid. Nicholson, on the other

hand, challenges not only the concepts within the narrative, but the structure of the

narrative itself. His representation of the relationship between childhood and

adulthood is less firm, and his notions of spiritual place are more extensively

developed. While Pullman's protagonists find spiritual place by merely removing the

concept of original sin from the narrative of human knowledge, Nicholson's must face

a spiritual displacement imposed by one's own passions. As a result, spiritual place for

the Manth people extends beyond the realm of reaction to Christian doctrine, and

becomes a place only reached when a cycle of self-discovery is complete.

Note

i In this paper I use the term 'biblical allegory' to describe the work of C. S. Lewis and Philip
Pullman, but the term 'biblical allusion' to refer to the texts of William Nicholson. While it
would not be accurate to state that any of the texts are purely allegorical, I refer in this paper
to particular aspects of the relevant texts that use allegorical techniques, at points using the
narrative of the text to refer figuratively to Biblical narratives, in order to portray a spiritual
path that exists within a Judeo-Christian framework. Nicholson's texts, also, could be
considered to use biblical allegory, in that the journey of the Manth people often directly
reflects the spiritual journey of the Hebrews. However, I have chosen not to use that term
because, in my view, the journey of the Manth people symbolically represents a different
type of spiritual journey to that of Judeo-Christians.
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