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Introduction


In a moment of despair towards the end of Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers, Frodo Baggins and Samwise Gamgee exchange the following words:


Frodo: What are we holding on to, Sam?


Sam: That there’s some good in this world, Mr Frodo. And it’s worth fighting for. (1:36:50–1:37:10)

In the DVD actors’ commentary for The Two Towers, Sean Astin, who plays Sam, tells a story about this line:


A little kid sent me an action figure of Sam . . . and he wanted me to autograph it for him so I signed this action figure and for some reason – I think it was because I had just seen a poster that the marketing department had sent me of Sam prominent in the foreground and Frodo just behind with the lines of dialogue from the movie ‘What are we fighting for?’ ‘That there’s some good left in this world and it’s worth fighting for Mr. Frodo’ – that line is on there – so I wrote that as a quote on there and I got to the part where I was writing the autograph and I wrote, ‘To’ whatever the kid’s name was, quote, ‘There is some good left in this world and it’s worth – ’ and I stopped, and I spent five minutes, like, suffering, like ‘Do I put a question mark?’ or what do I put? So what I did was I put ‘it’s worth fighting for’ and I put quotation marks around it. (1:10:25–1:11–21)



Astin’s moment of doubt points to the reasons that a book about representations of and engagements with evil in children’s fantasy is important. Astin’s hesitation, his ‘suffering’ as he refers to it, arises from his recognition that fantasy not only reflects but also constructs reality, that representations of good and evil in the fictional world influence the children growing up in the real world. George W. Bush referred to Iraq, Iran and North Korea as the ‘axis of evil’ in January 2002; The Two Towers was released in December 2002; the United States invaded Iraq in March 2003. The child who asked Sean Astin for an autograph was living in a world where both real and fictional people claimed to be fighting evil, and where both sets of people influenced the other. Should Astin tell a child that he should ‘fight’ for the good in this world when young men and women scarcely older than this child are literally fighting, dying and killing for the interests of the United States in the armed forces? Should he, a real person, speak in the voice of his character from a work of fantasy? Fantasy attempts to name, define and represent evil; and fantasy written for or marketed to children may influence the reactions of those children, once they are grown up, to the concept of evil in the speeches of politicians. Fantasy written for children after the Second World War furnishes the villains and heroes in the minds of people who grow up to vote, fight and protest in the early twenty-first century.

This is a book about the representations of evil and the strategies offered for resisting it in The Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis (1950–1956) and Harry Potter by J.K. Rowling (1997–2007). Both series contain and combine several genres, but the focus of my study is the way in which they exemplify the genre of high fantasy, because high fantasy includes, by definition, a war between forces of good and forces of evil. This war connects theology to history, religion to politics and demons to fascists. C.W. Sullivan defines high fantasy as consisting of ‘seriousness of tone, importance of theme, characters of noble birth or lineage (secondary if not primary characters), emphasis on magic and mystery (and an almost total lack of technology and machinery as effective devices in the action), and a generally clear presentation of good and evil, right and wrong’ (425). This fantasy takes place in a logically constructed secondary world, which, as Sullivan points out, ‘may only be this world with the added impossible’ (425). My book studies to what extent children’s high fantasy tells a story of children struggling with evil wrought by some version of the Christian Devil and to what extent the genre tells a story of children struggling with the wrongdoing of human beings; that is, the book explores the tension between theological evil on the one hand and naturalist and politico-historical representations of evil on the other. In it, I examine the tension within both the explicitly religious and the apparently secular between dualism, the belief that good and evil both exist and are locked in combat, and the belief in orthodox Christianity that evil is nothing.

This book spans almost sixty years, from the first appearance of C.S. Lewis’s White Witch in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950), to the death of J.K. Rowling’s Voldemort in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows (2007). The two seven-volume series have in common Christian authors, a plot structured around the conflict between the forces of good and the forces of evil, and popularity with large audiences. Moreover, they have been, to various extents, co-opted by the hegemony of Hollywood and turned into films that reach an even larger audience, including an audience of non-readers. They are of course also connected through the influence of one on the other; Rowling has said that as a child she ‘adored’ the Narnia books and that ‘I got so caught up I didn’t think C.S. Lewis was especially preachy. Reading them now I find that his subliminal message isn’t very subliminal at all’ (Renton). They are also both very English texts, although Lewis grew up in Northern Ireland and Rowling sets all the school action in her story in Scotland.

One difference between Lewis and Rowling that has a significant effect on my book is the difference in their range of writing: while Rowling is a writer of fiction whose comments on that fiction and on aspects of the ‘real world’ are (at the time of my writing this) mainly to be found in interviews or tweets, Lewis wrote prolifically in the genres of fiction, apologetics, autobiography, literary criticism, sermons, letters and a diary. More importantly for this book, while Lewis wrote and said a great deal about his Christianity, Rowling has said little by comparison. One of her most important statements was made in 2000 in an interview with The Vancouver Sun:


Is she a Christian?

‘Yes, I am,’ she says. ‘Which seems to offend the religious right far worse than if I said I thought there was no God. Every time I’ve been asked if I believe in God, I’ve said yes, because I do, but no one ever really has gone any more deeply into it than that, and I have to say that does suit me, because if I talk too freely about that I think the intelligent reader, whether 10 or 60, will be able to guess what’s coming in the books.’ (Wyman)



What was coming in the books, of course, was a Christlike, Aslan-like, self-sacrifice by the hero, who dies and rises again to save the people oppressed by the evil of a Satanic oppressor. Rowling gave another interview in 2007 that shows her Christianity informed the writing of the entire series:


They’re very British books, so on a very practical note Harry was going to find biblical quotations on tombstones . . . I think those two particular quotations he finds on the tombstones at Godric’s Hollow [Matthew 6:21 and 1 Corinthians 15:26], they sum up – they almost epitomize the whole series . . . I go to church myself . . . I don’t take any responsibility for the lunatic fringes of my own religion. (Adler)



Although these statements do not compare with the apologetics of Lewis, they nevertheless serve as evidence that the high fantasy of Harry Potter is deeply infused by the Christianity of its author.1


Another difference between the two authors is the year of their births, and the series consequently differ in their chronological proximity to the Second World War and the developments in theories about evil that arose from the experience of that war. The same year as Lewis’s death and two years before Rowling’s birth came the 1963 publication of Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963) and media reports on Stanley Milgram’s experiments on obedience that were inspired by Arendt’s reporting on Eichmann. Arendt presented the theses that evil could be ‘not only ludicrous but downright funny’ (48); that Eichmann was not a ‘monster’ but a ‘clown’ (54); and that it was not his fanaticism or hatred that led him to his crimes, but his conscientious obedience to the requirements of his job and his loyalty to the demands of his State. Milgram’s experiments revealed that in a random group of people, about two-thirds would administer electric shocks to the point of agony and possibly death to another human being when instructed to by an authority figure. David Cesarini has argued that Arendt and Milgram became associated with each other in the public psyche: ‘From the 1960s on, a synergy developed between the symbol of Arendt’s Eichmann and the symbol of Milgram’s subjects, involved in discussing everything from the Vietnam war to the tobacco industry, and, of course, reflecting back on the Holocaust’ (354). This popular understanding of evil as obedience and resistance to evil as disobedience, as constructed in the work of Arendt and Milgram, works its way into all the texts of children’s fantasy published after 1963; while my book finds mostly similarities in the ways evil is constructed in both Lewis’s and Rowling’s series, it also contrasts the responses to evil in the series published in the 1950s with the responses to evil in the series published half a century later.

Public responses to Eichmann’s evil were not uniform. In 1966, a study examined public perceptions of the Eichmann trial in a Californian neighbourhood and concluded:


The evidence presented at the trial, and the way this evidence was reported and interpreted in the responsible mass media, offered three images of Eichmann’s complicity. One image was that he was a monster – a sadist, a moral degenerate who had personally murdered. A second image was that he was a zealot, probably not personally engaging in murder, but carrying out his assignment with enthusiasm and zeal. A third image was that he was a bureaucrat, an acquiescent cog in the Nazi machine, acting primarily out of obedience and performing his tasks with impersonal efficiency. (Glock et al. 59)



I contend that these three images correspond to three contemporary images of evil found in high fantasy produced by the three great stories told by science, metaphysics and history.

The monster-sadist belongs to science, specifically to evolutionary psychology. He is a predator driven by his natural urges, ‘natural’ because there is nothing outside of nature; even culture is just nature in a petri dish. In William Hart’s words,


If accurate, [evolutional psychology] means that the force that drives us to commit what we call ‘evil’ is not the work of some bad-tempered supernatural entity; it’s not a flare-up of our Jungian Shadow side or the result of psychological damage done by an overpunitive parent. None of that. It’s simply the by-product of each individual’s innate urge to survive long enough to pass his or her genes on to the next generation. ‘Evil,’ in other words, arises merely from a sort of neurological misfire rooted in the mechanics of our biological past – the occasional grunt that breaks through our elegant human oratory. (64–5)



In this view, the Nazis are an organization that allowed for a huge over-representation of the type of human more prone than most to this kind of grunting. However, the contradiction in the study that Eichmann was ‘a monster – a sadist’, but also ‘a moral degenerate’ points to the human difficulty of letting go of moral categories within the naturalist framework, for predators in nature have not degenerated from a previous state of not being predators. This difficulty partly arises from the overlapping meanings of the word ‘monster’, both the sense recorded as early as 1375 of ‘[o]riginally: a mythical creature which is part animal and part human, or combines elements of two or more animal forms, and is frequently of great size and ferocious appearance. Later, more generally: any imaginary creature that is large, ugly, and frightening’ (‘monster, n., sense 1.a’), and that first recorded in 1505 of ‘[a] person of repulsively unnatural character, or exhibiting such extreme cruelty or wickedness as to appear inhuman; a monstrous example of evil, a vice, etc’ (‘monster, n., sense 5’). The earlier definition of ‘monster’ describes many of the villains in high fantasy including the fantasy of Lewis and Rowling, but also some of the heroes; the later definition includes characters as human as Eichmann. This book concerns itself mainly with the monsters of the second category and with those of the first category only when they are also those of the second.

The zealot who ‘carr[ies] out his assignment with enthusiasm and zeal’ belongs to the world of the demonic, of the Satanically energetic. In this reading, the Nazis are devils, and fit into the religious process of demonization as described by Elaine Pagels in a different context: ‘Many people have claimed to see [Satan] embodied at certain times in individuals and groups that seem possessed by an intense spiritual passion, one that engages even our better qualities, like strength, intelligence, and devotion, but turns them towards destruction and takes pleasure in inflicting harm’ (xvii–xviii). This view of the Nazis would transform them into a demonic version of a Church and their leader into Satan.

The bureaucrat, the ‘acquiescent cog’, belongs to history and politics, to the type of imagination that sees people in modernity as cogs in the machines of industry, the economy and the state. In Jeffrey Burton Russell’s vivid image, the bureaucrat is Satan in a worldview that rejects the supernatural entirely: ‘In such a world the Devil surely finds it more effective to sit behind a desk than to roam the world like a lion’ (Mephistopheles: The Devil in the Modern World 252). This is the view closest to Arendt’s characterization of Eichmann as the banality of evil.

In the chapters that follow, I examine the monsters, zealots and bureaucrats in the pantheon of evil characters created by two writers responding to the bewildering atrocities of the twentieth century. Many of these characters operate within two or all three of these categories; for example, Lewis’s Green Witch can be read as a sexual predator, a serpent motivated by Satanic zeal and a bureaucratic mastermind, ruling her mechanical, industrial Underworld most effectively; Rowling’s Umbridge is a sexual sadist, zealous in her bigotry and hatred, and extremely competent at stifling dissent through bureaucracy.

I argue that the literary text, as a ground for the play of the ambiguities of theology, philosophy, history, science and popular culture, is uniquely able to imagine the forms of twentieth-century evil. Moreover, I make the claim that the representation of evil can be found in its most complex forms in the fields of fantasy literature and children’s literature, and most particularly in fantasy for children. My argument is based on three beliefs: that literature delights in ambiguity, that fantasy always takes evil seriously and that children’s literature disguises the most terrifying and distressing forms of evil, thus contributing to the project of educating the imagination to recognize and engage with evil in highly complex forms. I restrict myself to high fantasy in this book partly for reasons of length (the representation of evil in other modes of fantasy deserves a book of its own), but also, and more importantly, because high fantasy includes, by definition, a struggle for victory between forces of good and forces of evil; in other words, a war, one that connects theology to history, religion to politics and demons to fascists.

A book such as this needs to present a working definition of ‘evil’, difficult to do because available definitions raise the very problems raised by the texts I interrogate. For example, both legal scholar Samuel Pillsbury’s definition of evil as ‘chosen conduct that causes serious, unjustified harm to others and thereby inspires deep dread’ (58) and William Hart’s offering that ‘evil is an intentional human act that causes extreme harm to innocents and attacks our basic moral order’ (22) raise the following questions: Is a belief in free will required for conduct to be called ‘chosen’, or ‘intentional’ and if so, how do notions of sanity or insanity complicate that belief? How great must harm be in order to be deemed ‘serious’ or ‘extreme’: is casting a racial slur such as ‘mudblood’ as ‘serious’ or ‘extreme’ a harm as murder? What of ‘unjustified’: is killing a human being always unjustified, even in war? What of ‘innocents’: would torture not be evil if it was torture of a guilty person? Finally, might not such conduct occasionally inspire contempt and disgust rather than ‘deep dread’ at an attack on our ‘moral order’, and would this mean the definition of evil varies according to the various moral orders of different cultures? My starting point for ‘evil’, then, is the force or forces called ‘evil’ by the heroes of high fantasy. These forces and what they do are not ‘sin’. I follow the distinction Ronald Paulson makes: ‘The great acts of evil that everyone agrees upon (torture of children, genocide) are acts of power exerted on the powerless or less powerful. Sin goes in the other direction: a less powerful reacting against the more powerful’ (77). While Lewis and Rowling do write about the sins of the powerless, my focus in this book concerns what they write about the evils of the powerful.

I began this introduction with an anecdote about The Lord of the Rings for four reasons. One is that Tolkien’s masterpiece has influenced all fantasy written in English since the Second World War. Although it was not written for or originally marketed to children, many children and adolescents have adopted it as their own just as their ancestors as children adopted and devoured The Pilgrim’s Progress. And no writers of postwar fantasy, including those who hate the book, can escape its intertextual power.2
 Lewis and Rowling were both, to different degrees no doubt, influenced by The Lord of the Rings: Lewis was its first reader and most ardent early supporter; Rowling stated in an early interview that she read it aged 14 (Jones).

The second reason is that my approach to The Chronicles of Narnia and Harry Potter is inspired by Tom Shippey’s chapter on ‘Concepts of Evil’ in J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century. Shippey explores the tensions between different ideas of evil in Tolkien’s text: ‘One can sum Tolkien’s characteristically twentieth-century position up by saying that there are two opinions about the nature of evil, both old, both deep-rooted, both still relevant, neither easy to deny, but apparently irreconcilably in contradiction’ (130). Shippey calls these views Boethian and Manichaean: ‘The Boethian view is that there is no such thing as evil. What people identify as evil is only the absence of good . . . Manichaeanism, or Dualism [is] the belief that the world is a battlefield, between the powers of Good and Evil, equal and opposite’ (130, 134). Following Lewis in Mere Christianity, I refer to these two views as ‘Christian’ and ‘dualist’ while recognizing that, as Jeffrey Burton Russell claims, Christianity ‘is a semi-dualist religion’ (The Devil 228). In analysing the manifestations of these two theological constructions of evil in The Lord of the Rings, Shippey refers many times to the evils of the first half of the twentieth century that affected Tolkien’s vision; I do the same for the fantasy texts I study, but I analyse not only the traditional theological formulations of evil in Christianity and how those brought up in the Jewish and Christian traditions sought to understand the evil of the century, but also secular philosophical responses (mostly from the 1960s onwards) to the new manifestations of evil arising from the Second World War.

The third reason is that Tolkien himself did exactly what I am attempting to do: he examined the fantastical representations of evil in his own text in the context of the ‘real’ forces of evil in his own moment of history. Although he denied that his story was an allegory, he nevertheless admitted, ‘That there is no allegory does not, of course, say there is no applicability. There always is’ (Letters 262). He found his story of ancient Middle-earth applicable to the lives of his contemporaries, as evidenced by a letter to his son fighting for the Allies during the Second World War:


For we are attempting to conquer Sauron with the Ring. And we shall (it seems) succeed. But the penalty is, as you will know, to breed new Saurons, and slowly turn Men and Elves into Orcs. Not that in real life things are as clear cut as in a story, and we started out with a great many Orcs on our side . . . Well, there you are: a hobbit amongst the Urukhai. Keep up your hobbitry in heart, and think that all stories feel like that when you are in them. You are inside a very great story! (Letters 78; emphasis in original)



Tolkien explicitly instructed his son to think of himself as a hobbit fighting orcs; perhaps his text, and those texts influenced by his, implicitly teach today’s children to do the same.

The fourth and final reason is that Peter Jackson’s film version of The Lord of the Rings both attempted to bring a post–Second World War sensibility to the representations of evil in the story and was received by an audience keen to apply its representations to its own world. As an example of the former point, the screenplay for The Two Towers emphasizes Saruman’s genocidal motivation in wanting to destroy the Riders of Rohan. Peter Jackson says in the Director and Writers’ commentary of the scene where Saruman looks over his army from the tower of Orthanc, ‘It’s Nuremberg, really. That was the obvious influence for this stuff. That sort of imagery is so potent and it’s useful to dip into those historical































































































































Notes


	1. Whether Rowling’s Christianity today is the same as her Christianity before and during writing the series is not a question for this book, but it is worth noting the following passage from her most recent novel, The Running Grave, written under her penname Robert Galbraith:

	[Strike] opened his damp eyes again to stare at the cross on the altar. He might not believe, but the cross meant something to him, nonetheless. It stood for Ted and Joan, for order and stability, but also for the unknowable and unresolvable, for the human craving for meaning in chaos, and for the hope of something beyond the world of pain and endless striving. Some mysteries were eternal and unresolvable by man, and there was relief in accepting that, in admitting it. Death, love, the endless complexity of human beings: only a fool would claim to understand any of them. (492)

	2. One possible exception to this rule is Toni Adeyami, author of the fantasy Children of Blood and Bone, who said in an interview that ‘I keep joking that all the Lord of the Rings fans are going to come for me because by now there are more than one or two quotes that are like, “I couldn’t get into it.” I tried to like Lord of the Rings. I watched multiple movies. I always fell asleep. The only person that I thought was kinda funny was Gollum’ (Franklin).

	3. ‘An organization for investigating and combating counter-revolutionary activities in the Soviet Union, which superseded the Cheka in 1922 and was replaced by the N.K.V.D. in 1934’ (‘Ogpu’, n). That Lewis uses Soviet Russia rather than Nazi Germany to represent evil in this 1952 essay is indicative of his difference from Rowling.

	4. As Mary Pharr argues, such a personal dimension is also a feature of the greatest epics: ‘pondering the personal may itself become crucial even in the greatest of epics when they are viewed in a human context, one that looks for a hero’s motivation beyond the rational or the pragmatic: Achilles taking on the Trojans for love of Patroclus; Beowulf responding to Hrothgar to repay a father’s debt; Odysseus always moving home to wife and child’ (13).

	5. This is exactly what happens with Byler dismissing Hopkins’s analysis of Harry’s free choice as ‘pure metaphysics’.
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