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Fantasy as a Postsecular Literature of the Absolute

• Mythopoeic fantasy is a narrative expression that gazes beyond the material 
realities of everyday life.
• Fantasy literature is antireductionist because it is expansive in its visionary 

attempt to seek truth and to peer into the eternal. 
• Many scholars agree that postsecularism is an important critical term identifying 

a cultural and intellectual shift in relation to, and in some cases in reaction 
against, various claims of secularism.
• Postsecularism can be understood as an intellectual mode of inquiry that 

investigates, questions, and sometimes challenges various ideologies, principles, 
and assumptions informing and supporting secular discourses.



Mythopoeic Fantasy as a Literature of Imagination 
and Wonder
• Mythopoeic fantasy writers are wizards of wonder, encouraging readers to stretch 

their imaginations, challenging the limits of their willingness to suspend reductive 
disbelief. 
• Instead of lulling readers into a fantasy slumber that ignores the brokenness of 

reality, mythopoeic writers remove the secular scales over our eyes, fill our hearts 
with wonder once again, and enliven our consciousness with hope for better lives 
and an improved world.
• The magical experiences of mythopoeic fantasy excite the emotions, engage the 

imagination, and retunes the mind to chords of eternal value, thus equipping 
willing readers to refashion this world in wondrous ways with the intent of 
transforming things as they are into things as they ought to be.



Mythopoeic Fantasy as a Literature of 
Transcendence, Vision, Spirituality, and Hope
• Although written within a particular cultural context, mythopoeic fantasy 

literature transcends culture and history by shifting the reader’s attention from 
the mortal to the divine, from the temporal to the eternal. 
• Mythopoeic fantasy is a hopeful literature of transcendence because it offers 

glimpses of the eternal behind the temporal and thus introduces readers to truth. 
• Mythopoeic fantasy is a literature of universal common sense through which we 

critique the real world, seeking ways to correct, transform, and reform reality 
according to transcendent truth recovered in fairyland.



The Development of a Hobbit as a Young Man: 
Bildungsroman in The Fellowship of the Ring
• Most epic mythopoeic fantasy involves bildungsroman, stories about the 

development of central characters.
• This fantasy is all about the overlooked greatness of hobbits and how the 

smallest, most unlikely, and most inconspicuous of individuals can be called upon 
to save the world. 
• In addition to developing mercy and pity within Frodo’s heart, this quest to 

destroy the ring, which Miller characterizes as an anti-quest to destroy a treasure 
instead of finding and taking it, also teaches Frodo the spiritual significances of 
communion, faith, hope, and trust.
• The Bombadil episode is a lesson in dependence upon the power and grace of 

others more capable than themselves. 



Mythopoeic Elements in Journey to the West

• Fantasy literature, particularly that with mythic and supernatural elements, has a 
rich history in China, dating back to around 500 B.C. with Shan hai jing.
• One of the most popularly enduring classical mythopoeic Chinese fantasy texts is 

Hsi yu chi, or Journey to the West, attributed to Wu Cheng’en who lived roughly 
from 1506 to 1582.
• Both Tolkien and Wu Cheng’en offer readers ironic quests.
• Mythopoeic literature often pursues issues of justice from the perspective of how 

to define good and evil in some ultimate sense such that we can speak of justice 
meaningfully and not abstractly or subjectively.
• Through mythopoeic fantasy, Journey to the West reveals why it is so important 

to pursue justice, because without true justice in an ultimate sense—justice that 
is universal and applies to everyone—the tyranny of evil will reign supreme.



Conclusion: Cross-Cultural Confluence of Mythopoeic 
Truth
• Important commonalities between the Western and Eastern representations of 

mythopoeic fantasy literature:
1. Quest narratives
2. Central importance of flawed characters
3. Revealing the eternal behind the temporal
4. Revealing universal morality

• May we come to realize that literature, both past and present, seeks to reveal the 
human condition and to encourage common understanding of human 
experience.
• Mythopoeic fantasy literature reminds us of these shared aspirations and 

encourages us to unite as one common group to strive for personal fulfillment 
and universal human flourishing.


