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Introduction:
• Development of fantasy: Imaginary worlds 
have history of addressing social issues and 
asking philosophical questions (Wolf 148). 

• Modern scholarship emphasises genre theory 
and definition, rather than thematic implica-
tions of fantasy.

• Potential for imaginary worlds to reflect the 
 actual world.

Collapse of dominant educational institutions 

An Ember in the Ashes series
Sabaa Tahir

The Poppy War trilogy
R.F. Kuang

The Broken Earth trilogy
N.K. Jemisin

Masking:
• Wearing of a literal mask at 

Blackcliff; uniformity
• Creation of collective identity of 

violence and oppression
• Duty to the collective identity

Masking:
• Education as exclusionary
• Necessity of “masking” to fit into 

dominant society
• Struggle between real and “masked” 

identities

Masking:
• Education as creation of identity, 

like a mask being made
• Have to be unmade to be remade

Addiction:
• Reinforces ideology 

of masking
• Difficulty in chang-

ing who characters 
are taught to be

Addiction:
• Individually: a way to 

overcome oppression
• Socially: a reinforcer 

of oppression
• Dominant society  

infiltrates safe spaces 
for marginalized

Addiction:
• Addicted to ideology 

unless destroyed and 
replaced with liberatory 
framework

• Metaphorical relation-
ship to how addiction 
chemically changes the 
brain

Alternative 
Education:

• Oppressor distin-
guished by the  
material

• Supernatural  
preserves marginal-
ized identities

Alternative 
Education:

• Dominant society  
attempts to control, 
but also underesti-
mates, supernatural 
spaces

Alternative 
Education:

• Necessity of destruction 
of dominant  
society in order to  
introduce alternative 
practices

• Redefining oppressor 
and oppressed

Outcomes:
• Burden of rebuilding placed on 

marginalized because of knowl-
edge of alternative educational 
spaces

• Optimistic notion of change

Outcomes:
• Grimdark; destruction of large 

swaths of society through power 
struggle

• Continual presence of oppression

Outcomes:
• Have to destroy in order to rebuild
• The importance of remembering 

why something was destroyed, so it 
is not remade in the same way

Key Terms and Theories:
• Liminality: “moments of transition” in which 
education is a space of transition in actual soci-
ety and in the reader’s experience of education 
across actual and fictional worlds (Thomassen 4).

• “Parallel words”: Literary application of possi-
ble worlds theory in which what occurs in fic-
tional worlds impacts what could occur in actual 
worlds by bridging liminal space between them.

Thesis:
• Education as the site of the instillation of social 
norms into people.

• Fantasy’s autonomous, detailed worlds comment 
on education’s foundational role in creating and 
upholding society in a way that is relevant to the 
reader’s lived experience. 

• Liminality—Education in fantasy worlds mimic-
ing educational systems in the actual world.

Analysis:
See Figure 1.

• Supernatural as symbolic of marginalized com-
munities.

• Masking and Addiction: Literalization of the 
physical and mental effects of oppression.

• Alternative Education: Non-dominant, non-op-
pressive practices learned by the marginalized.

• The ability of ideological practices to be changed 
or reproduced through education.

• Burden of rebuilding after social collapse.

Discussion:
• Varying perspectives on the collapse of 
oppressive systems and their regeneration.

• The Broken Earth trilogy balancing optimism and 
destructionism through history.

• Fantasy as a reflection of education’s role in 
creating change in the actual world, as discussed 
in Paulo Friere’s Pedegogy of the Oppressed.

• If educational spaces are not actively advocating 
for liberation, they are by default upholding 
oppressive systems.

Future Research:
• Implications of “parallel worlds” in fantasy for 
sociological and public policy research.

• Curriculum design and the incorporation of fan-
tasy in the classroom.

• Public pedegogy, boarder pedagogy, liminality.
• Addition of colonialism-specific analysis.

Texts:
• Contemporary fantasy and science fantasy. 
• High-fantasy worlds distinct from actual world. 
• First Book(s): Details collapse of an educational 
institution with significant social ramifications. 

• Permutations of possible worlds that are histor-
ical and social: the Roman Empire, the Second 
Sino-Japanese War, and the outcomes of climate 
change.

• Considers education as a foundational institu-
tion impacting marginalized communities. 

Figure 1.
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