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Editorial 1/2026

Elise Kraatila, Jessica Norledge, Markus Laukkanen
& Sunna Kokkonen

Fafnir — Nordic Journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy Research’s first issue
of 2026 soars across the summer skies, appearing with a blazing collection of
new speculative fiction research, essays, and book reviews.

Many of the contributions to this issue deal with how authors and
readers of fantasy and science fiction model worlds, real and fictional, and the
minds that inhabit those worlds. We would like to extend warm thanks to Peter
Stockwell, Professor of Literary Linguistics at the University of Nottingham,
UK, for his prefatory “On Mind-modelling and Authenticity.” In this engaging
text, Stockwell examines the cognitive process of “mind-modelling”, focusing
specifically on the modelling of minds in and around science fiction. His
discussion opens with a personal account of mind-modelling. Expanding from
here, Stockwell then weaves together a range of topical issues in SF, ranging
from the rise and impact of LLMs through to our ethical relationships with
authors, narrators and characters. In doing so, Stockwell draws a series of
fascinating connections between processes of mind-modelling, our readerly
sense of authenticity and inauthenticity, and our individual and shared
experiences of reading speculative fictions.

From there we proceed to the sole peer-reviewed article that managed to
navigate Fafnir’s rigorous (not draconian!) review process this time around. In
“Constructing Posthuman Worlds with The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt: Interpretive
Player Positioning in Digital Fantasy Role-playing Games” Nanna Numento
investigates how players engage with choice-based fantasy RPGs and their
themes by actively and critically participating in speculative worldbuilding. She
proposes a new methodological approach to video games, examining the
application of “interpretive player positioning” through a posthuman reading
of The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt.

The issue’s essays section contains further two thought-provoking texts.
In their Lectio Praecursoria, titled “Stay Strange: A Computational Stylistic
Analysis of Altered Consciousness in American Science Fiction 1960-1979,”
Elizabeth Oakes illuminates how literary representations of altered styles of
consciousness intertwine with shifting cultural attitudes regarding drug users
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Editorial

and the mentally ill. These interrelations and their historical changes, they
demonstrate, can be brought to view by computer-assisted stylistic analysis of
a corpus of 56 American science fiction novels from the 1960s and 1970s. Lena
Leimgruber Haraldsson and Marie Ostling, in turn, provide an engaging
dialogue on “Speculating from the North: Locating Ourselves in Speculative
Fiction and Research,” discussing the insights into modes of speculative
thinking and writing they have gained so far in their respective PhD journeys.
Their conversation focuses, in particular, on speculative approaches to the
arctic, and what it means for the Northern Sweden to be both a real, lived place
and a product of popular, frequently colonial imagination.

In the book reviews section, Olawale Oladokun reviews Joy Sanchez-
Taylor's new monograph Dispelling Fantasies: Authors of Color Reimagine a
Genre (2025). The book demonstrates how fantasy authors of color unsettle
historically encoded colonial hierarchies in their work, and transform the genre
into an empowering space for hitherto marginalized voices.

Overall, this lean but robust summer issue continues, from a rich variety
of perspectives, the long-standing inquiry Fafnir has hosted into the potential
of speculative fiction to play productive roles in society. We hope it inspires you,
and wish you happy reading!

Elise Kraatila, Jessica Norledge, and Markus Laukkanen, Editors-in-Chief

Sunna Kokkonen, Reviews Editor
Fafnir —Nordic Journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy Research
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On Mind-modelling and Authenticity
Peter Stockwell

This book should not exist. This book, here in my hand, it is a ghost. It should
not be here, in this universe. The Still, Small Voice of Trumpets, by Lloyd
Biggle, published in 1968, is a science fiction novel based on a 1961 short story
about agents of a galactic federation who work undercover with newly
discovered civilizations to bring them to a state of democracy and peace. It is an
old book, a bit creased and frayed, and it was given to me many years ago by my
friend Mary Ellen Ryder.

In August 2008, Mary Ellen came to stay with us for a few days while in
England. She arrived with two suitcases: one for the usual clothes and traveling
stuff, the other one full of books. These were mainly but not entirely science
fiction, ranging from mid-20th century to very recently published work. Mary
Ellen was an academic at Boise State University in the US, where she taught
psycholinguistics and stylistics. She was also a devoted SF fan, and wrote some
key work on the language of science fiction and fantasy. She stayed with us as a
stopover between visiting London and Edinburgh, which she pronounced in the
same way that all Americans can’t. Afternoons, she would lie front down on the
carpet in the living room, reading a book propped up in her hands. Evenings,
she would talk about books. Just before she left, saying thanks, she handed me
a book, adding that she thought I might find it interesting.

Writing and reading can’t really convey the long pause between that last
paragraph and the next, and my deep breath.

A few days later, Mary Ellen died in a wildfire that swept through
southeast Boise, Idaho. Fanned by winds and catching on the tinder dry
sagebrush and cheatgrass, the fire reduced dozens of houses and several acres
to knee-deep ash and charred wood. It was so intense it revealed long-hidden
ruts of the old Oregon trail wagon route. In newspaper images, the area was left
apocalyptic, with stumps of stone chimney breasts and twisted steel roof
supports buried in ash and debris. Mary Ellen was in her house, and was lost,
along with all her possessions and books. Apart from one copy of one book that
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Prefatory

she had given to me, and which had escaped the fire that would have destroyed
it.

So now, of course, that book, which I had not yet gotten round to reading,
took on a hugely important significance. What was it about it that was so
significant that Mary Ellen had thought to give it to me just at that moment? I
couldn’t answer that question for several years as I couldn’t bring myself to read
it. In the end, when I did, I looked for answers and significance in this ripping
yarn of secret anthropologists trying to turn an alien civilization to democracy
and liberty, largely through infusions of art, literature and music. The novel is
a good and entertaining read, but is otherwise undistinguished; however, the
circumstances of its arrival in my hands made it far more of a compelling read.
Was Mary Ellen trying to convey her progressive, idealistic outlook on the world
by sharing this tale that promotes art as the essential condition for civilization?
The novel clearly comes out of the same hopeful post-war US view of the
essential good of democracy, art and science that motivated the United Nations,
the Marshall Plan, and the Peace Corps — all before more cynical views recast
US influence as less benevolent. The novel arises from the same technological
idealism that was shared by a great body of early and mid-20th century science
fiction, where the later, more celebrated dystopias, apocalypses and warnings
remained minority works within a broad genre largely characterized by
technological utopia and scientific progressivism.

I realized that what I was doing around that time, in trying to second-
guess Mary Ellen’s intentions, was what I have generally called mind-
modelling: the natural human capacity for creating and developing a mental
model of other people and using that model as a means of interacting with and
forming evaluations of those people (Stockwell and Mahlberg; Stockwell). The
cognitive mechanism by which we ascribe a mind to a friend is the same one by
which we presume a mind for a fictional character, or a personification of an
animal, object or abstraction. Our basic human capacity that has — in its most
primitive mechanism — been called Theory of Mind is the natural and
irresistible skill we have in presuming that other people have consciousness like
we do (see Apperly). In this respect, we don’t model other minds from a blank
slate; we presume they are like us as a rich template, and this is then made even
richer by finding out about all the ways in which they are not like us but are
instead like them. In literary theory, the phenomenon has been termed mind-
reading (Zunshine) but I use it in a broader and richer sense for all mind-to-
mind relationships, whether literary or not, fictional or not, virtual or not, or
co-present or not, and whether the other mind is human or not. There is, of
course, a difference between real and imaginary people, but the main difference
is our ethical relationship with them, not a difference in cognition, empathy or
feeling. We can still feel for and be saddened by the “deaths” of Billy Pilgrim, or
Roy Batty, or HAL, even though we know they are not real.

With fictional characters, mind-modelling is created and refined
textually. In what Samuel Delany calls “mundane fiction” (340), the so-called
literary fiction that generally wins awards like the Nobel, Booker and Pulitzer
prizes, fictional characters in their settings might be regarded as close to actual
people in our world. The New York setting and several historical figures in Don
Delillo’s Underworld, for example, are joined by the fictional Nick Shay, his
friends, co-workers and girlfriends, but these ordinary people are relatively
familiar to mind-model. Adjusting your mind-modelling is a whole different
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order of the unfamiliar for the advanced consciousness named “Terminus” who
crosses universes in Stephen Baxter’s Creation Node, or the conscious ocean in
Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris, or the self-replicating software creatures in Greg
Egan’s Permutation City, the literal-minded double-voiced alien Ariekei in
China Miéville’s Embassytown, the hivemind Conjoiners in Alastair Reynolds’
Redemption Ark, or the distributed consciousness over many millions of
enslaved bodies of Anaander Mianaai, Lord of the Radch, in Ann Leckie’s
Ancillary Justice. The astonishing thing about our natural capacity for mind-
modelling, that we use every day to interact with everybody else, is that we can
also engage with strange minds like these with relative ease. In science fiction,
fantasy, and other non-mundane forms of fiction, we populate strange
characters, empathize with them in environments that we have never
experienced ourselves, monitor, react to and anticipate their thoughts, feelings
and actions all thanks to the clever textual manipulations of the style of these
literary works.

The thing with mind-modelling is that it relies on belief. In our everyday
lives, Theory of Mind is a presumption, a default leap of faith that other people
have a consciousness that is in a fundamental way like ours, a capacity that
develops fully through late childhood and adolescence. Mind-modelling is the
elaborated construct that depends on that initial presumption. It is a very
difficult presumption to set aside: presented with a name, we assume a life;
encountering a text, we imagine a conscious mind. Even when we find
accidental fragments of language discarded in the street, found poetry,
anonymous individual authors of texts like graffiti, collective authors such as
the writers of road signs, the artificial voice of the car satnav, it is very difficult
not to presuppose an organizing mind that caused these discourses to come into
being. It is this natural compulsion that is exploited to claim “artificial
intelligence” for the textual outputs of adaptive and predictive large-language
models: Al is neither intelligent nor conscious, but it is our intelligence and
consciousness that imbue its outputs with an imagined mind. Once thus
imbued, it is very difficult to shake off the sense that you are interacting with a
person of some sort, modelling their “mind” even as you absolutely know that
they do not in fact have one.

So-called “artificial intelligence” is an artifice of intelligence that
requires a willing ascription of belief (to mangle Coleridge’s aphorism about
imaginary fiction and poetry). The belief is crucial. Confronted with
fabrications, mediocrity, nonsense, “hallucinated” source material, and the lack
of embarrassment or shame when it is caught out inventing facts, the artifice of
Al becomes visible and at that point people tend to withdraw their sense of its
consciousness. I have tried this myself: presenting students with an Al-
generated poem, they initially think it is poetic, insightful, good. But when it is
revealed that there was no human creator, the students withdraw their approval
of the literary work. The object remains the same, of course, but its status in
their experience changes radically, without the ascription of a believable mind
behind it.

This is not a new skill learned with the rise of large-language model
prediction machines; we have been used to dealing with mistaken or revised
layered authorship ever since gossip and lies were features of human
communication. The text does not change after you find out more about the
political views of Orson Scott Card or J. K. Rowling, for example, but the minds
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that are modelled behind these texts have been altered by some readers whose
views do not align with the mind-model they previously held. The text remains
the same but the literary work alters (to adopt a distinction made by Ingarden
in 1937 between the objective text and the experiencing of the work). Readers
who have altered their mind-models of Card or Rowling can be seen re-
interpreting the worlds of Ender or Harry Potter for confirmations of their
authors’ now-perceived politics.

It seems that we set a great store by our sense of authenticity. In Philip
K. Dick’s alternate history The Man in the High Castle, the Japanese victors of
World War II enjoy collecting pre-war antiques like Mickey Mouse watches. The
government minister Mr Tagomi is presented with one as a valuable gift, though
in fact the watch is a fake, forged by Frank Frink. The actual components of the
watch are identical to an authentic 1930s piece, materially indistinguishable,
but an authentic watch has “historicity”, and this is purely a belief in its
provenance. Antiques are real and valuable because we believe they are
authentic. Minds are real and conscious only if we believe they are authentic.
Without that critical element of mind-modelling, they are worthless fakes.

When Alan Turing devised a thought-experiment to explore whether a
machine could be judged to be intelligent, the “imitation game” he imagined
was based on language and communication. Essentially, if a reader of a typed
piece of discourse was unable to tell whether the source of the text was a person
or a machine, then that was sufficient for the machine to be regarded as
possessing the ability to think. Appearing, ironically, in the journal Mind, this
party game has subsequently been regarded as the “Turing test” for the
threshold at which artificial intelligence might be set. However, in the imitation
game, the imitating is being done by us, not the machine. And we became adept
at this in particular from reading books, dressing up, playing games, and
meeting new people. We learn how to do mind-modelling, where the first step
is to impute a mind, but that imputation can be withdrawn as the true situation
emerges, and when it is withdrawn, when the belief in the modelled mind’s
authenticity collapses, then so does the imagined other intelligence.

I am a fan of science fiction, and I (literally) don’t mind that many SF
writers over the years have rather right-wing, authoritarian, or bigoted views
that don’t align with my own. I can still enjoy their work, though it takes a willful
disregard of my natural tendency to mind-model the authors. Perhaps the effort
invested in modelling all the minds of the characters is distraction enough for a
sort of escapism that lets me background the author. And of course,
authenticity is a tricky notion within the alternativity of much SF and fantasy.
Authenticity is not realism nor naturalism, but believability in the modelled
mind, I think. A sense of historicity recasts the perfect imitation as merely a
simulacrum of a mind.

I am also a stylistician, but I am capable of setting aside the sometimes
clunky writing in the genre to focus on the high concepts or the narrative drive.
Perhaps in this I am mind-modelling a different sort of reader in myself to pose
between my academic self-model and the one who simply enjoys SF.
Traditionally stylistics has focused very intensely on textual form rather than
readerly effect or authorial framing. The positioning of authenticity in a mind-
modelled readerly belief would be a challenge to that type of stylistics. However,
as stylisticians we now have a range of tools and approaches to be able to talk
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about creativity, imagination, and readerly experiences, though always text-
driven, one tool of which is this approach to mind-modelling itself.

Literary authenticity, then, applies the same mind-modelling cognitive
capacity to authors and narrator/characters, though our ethical relationship
between these two levels is different. The actual death of a beloved author feels
like a loss to the world, whereas the death of a character has no such impact,
even if the empathetic response feels similar. Where the continuity of mind-
modelling has a complex effect, though, is in the interaction between the two
levels. I used to think that Offred was authentic, though of course not real. But
the more I modelled the authorial voice in The Handmaid’s Tale, the more 1
wondered whether Atwood’s intentions — in my mental model — were to cast
the character as being partly unreliable. That modelling of the author’s literary
intentions led me to seek out textual elements that might speak to Offred’s
unreliability or inauthenticity, perhaps in the same way as some readers’ re-
reading responses to Card or Rowling, as above.

While reading Lloyd Biggle’s The Still, Small Voice of Trumpets, and
wondering about its significance, I had realized that I was constantly mind-
modelling not Lloyd Biggle but my friend Mary Ellen — specifically her
motivation in recommending that book. But of course my model of her is always
tinged by my knowledge of what happened next to her. (Many artists in history
have been similarly framed by their tragic ends, with all their artistry falsely
presumed to be on a trajectory to their sad finality: Virginia Woolf, Ernest
Hemingway, and perhaps most of all Sylvia Plath have suffered from this
retroactive biographical literary criticism which, in my view, diminishes the
scope of their work and constrains their potential meanings). It is probable, I
think, that Mary Ellen simply recognized a ripping yarn and thought I would
like it. Maybe she was in fact mind-modelling me and picked out a book that
she thought I might be interested in. Maybe she was just trying to lighten the
load of the suitcase full of books.

People of Jewish ancestry often take comfort in the phrase May their
memory be a blessing: aside from the obvious theological consolation, the
sentiment reaches into the basic human capacity for mind-modelling. It applies
to that sense of feeling loss whether fictional or real, though, again, there is an
ethics of reality that makes that distinction important. Keeping someone in
mind keeps them alive, in a sense that is more than metaphorical. We can feel
this very directly in the genuine senses and feelings we experience even when
reading fictional characters, and we feel it even more personally with people we
have known in life. In thinking of all of this, I am reminded of all the people,
real and fictional, who I have ever modelled, who I keep with me, and for that
train of thought I am also grateful for Mary Ellen Ryder and the book she gave
me. Rest in mind.

Biography: Peter Stockwell is Professor of Literary Linguistics at the
University of Nottingham (UK), and a Fellow of the English Association. He
has published 25 books and over 100 articles in stylistics, sociolinguistics,
science fiction and applied linguistics, beginning with Impossibility Fiction
(1996) and The Poetics of Science Fiction (2000) and featuring most recently
The Language of Surrealism (2017) and the co-edited Reading Fictional
Languages (2024).
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Constructing Posthuman Worlds with
The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt:
Interpretive Player Positioning in Digital
Fantasy Role-playing Games

Nanna Numento

Abstract: In this article, I introduce a methodological approach to video
games I call interpretive player positioning. It foregrounds the
speculative worldbuilding techniques of fantasy worlds in digital role-
playing games whose game mechanics fundamentally invite the player’s
agency and active interpretation of the fictional world they build with
their choices. With these entangling perspectives, the gaming
experience of digital fantasy RPGs is portrayed here as mimetic and
world-affecting. This concept is applied to a posthuman reading of The
Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (2015), which highlights the potential of what I
call critical mimesis: a re-interpretation of reality that foregrounds the
player’s active interpretive role in critically examining various themes
within the fictional world that they recognize from their reality.

Keywords: video games, posthumanism, mimesis, agency, worldbuilding, The
Witcher 3: Wild Hunt

1. Introduction

Despite the continuously growing academic discourse around speculation and
digital role-playing games (RPGs) in recent years, few approaches have thus far
outright addressed the intersecting qualities of speculative fiction and digital
game qualities that afford speculation. Speculation in reciprocal environments,
where players not only interpret the text, but also interact with it by making
choices and receiving feedback from the system (cf. Koenitz; Aarseth,
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Cybertext), has intriguing applications in understanding our increasingly
complex reality. Speculative narratives have great potential in describing
phenomena like climate change and entanglements between human and non-
human agencies (i.e. Caracciolo, The Experientiality & Narrating; Kraatila, The
Crisis & Speculative Mimesis; Kortekallio; Wilde). Similar discourses about the
possibilities of engaging with reality have long existed in game studies. Since
Espen Aarseth’s theorizations about ergodic literature (Aarseth, Cybertext),
approaches including player positioning and implied players (Aarseth, “I
Fought”; Farca; Roine, “Agency”), procedural and persuasive game qualities
(Bogost, Persuasive) as well as emotional (Leino; Wilde; Tomlinson) and
ethical (Sicart) interactions with digital games have added to the intersecting
perspectives.

Drawing from literary studies’ narratively informed approach and from
game studies’ conceptualizations of interactivity, agency and reciprocal
communication in digital games, I propose a new approach to the interpretive
qualities of digital role-playing games.! I call this approach interpretive player
positioning. By this I mean the speculative condition created in the intersection
of digital media and fantasy fiction that attunes players to use their interpretive
skills throughout their gaming experiences. The approach zooms in on the
processes that fuel the player’s interpretation of the game both as a participant
in speculative worldbuilding and as someone who can use the fictional world as
“an arena for speculation” (Kraatila, The Crisis) to understand the connections
between fictional and actual worlds (cf. i.e. Farca; Bogost, Persuasive & “The
Rhetoric”; Sicart; Roine, Imaginative; Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis), often in
a critically attuned manner.

Both literary and game scholars have studied the user’s role in building
worlds beyond our own, but from slightly different perspectives. Fantasy
scholars approach speculation with speculative worldbuilding and speculative
mimesis: by understanding the fictional world as a kind of representation of our
own, it invites the user to construct meanings with fantastical thought-
experiments (i.e. Roine, Imaginative). Game scholars often highlight different
interactive characteristics, like the possibility to make choices that influence the
narrative, which engage the user in a more concrete process of shaping the
fictional world (i.e. Janski; Wilde; Roine, “Agency”). These approaches often
intersect and influence each other both in theory (i.e. Aarseth, Cybertext;
Murray; Ensslin) and in practice, where narrative qualities of literature travel
to games and vice versa (i.e. Caracciolo, “Remediating”; Ensslin).

These similar interests have resulted in attempts to bridge the gap
between the speculative qualities of digital games and speculation as afforded
by speculative fiction. Cameron Kunzelman (“The Click” & The World) recently
argued that games combine their unique “mechanics of speculation”2 to the

1 The arguments I make in this article focus on digital fantasy RPGs, which elegantly combine
achievement-oriented and more narrative-focused forms of gameplay and provide the
opportunity to roleplay as one of the game’s characters and situate oneself to the fictional world
as well as its rules and mechanics (cf. Roine, “Agency” 68), which adds layers to interpretation
by mixing various forms of speculative thinking (i.e. narrative, interactive, ethical). While some
of the arguments I make might be true for similar games, I do not attempt to theorize about all
digital games, but about this one genre only.

2 The simplest example of these mechanics is the action of clicking a button: it attunes the player
to consider the consequences of their actions and possibilities to act within the system’s frame
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genre-typical affordances of speculative fiction, and in doing so expand the
possibilities of speculative thinking that is at the heart of science fiction. Marc
A. Ouellette explores GTA: San Andreas (2004) as a kind of speculative fiction
that gives its players a chance to imagine and experiment with contemporary
societal changes (cf. also Galloway). Gerald Farca also maps player engagement
with dystopia as a way that might help them engage with their present. Hanna-
Riikka Roine’s dissertation (Roine, Imaginative) explores worldbuilding
practices in contemporary speculative fiction, including digital games.

Many of the approaches outlined thus far focus on subcategories of
speculative fiction that are not fantasy. Kunzelman primarily talks about
science fiction, Ouellette and Farca about dystopian fiction. Fantasy, though
under the same umbrella, has its distinct qualities and affordances. Instead of
making easily identifiable references to contemporary themes such as the role
of technology or authoritarian figures, as is typical of dystopian and science
fiction, the relationships between actual and fictional worlds in fantasy are
more obscure (cf. Roine, Imaginative; Kraatila, The Crisis & Speculative
Mimesis). The connections between fantasy fiction and speculative affordances
of digital RPGs, I argue, remain understudied especially in their relation to the
potential of speculation as a kind of navigation of our complex reality (cf.
Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis; Roine, “On Speculation”). Thus, my approach
has theoretical value in bringing fantasy research to areas where it has
previously been overlooked, but it also has potential for more practical
applications.

Iillustrate the interpretive player positioning approach by close reading
one of the most prominent digital fantasy RPG titles in contemporary gaming,
Polish game studio CD Projekt RED’s The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (2015). The
game is based on a series of fantasy novels and short stories by a Polish author
Andrzej Sapkowski, but The Witcher 3 is closer to a spin-off inspired by the
texts rather than a direct adaptation (see Janski 119—120). The Witcher 3 makes
some references to both the two previous games in the series3 as well as the
books, but it can be played without prior knowledge of either. In The Witcher
3, the player embarks on a quest to find their lost adoptive daughter, Cirilla
Fiona Elen Riannon (otherwise known as Ciri), as Geralt of Rivia, a famed
monster hunter mutant referred to as a “Witcher”. The main storyline follows
Geralt’s quest to find Ciri, but beyond that, the player, as Geralt, gets entangled
in monster hunts, political games and ethical dilemmas regarding both.

This article is divided into four parts, followed by a conclusion discussing
the limitations as well as future possibilities of interpretive player positioning.
The first defines the key terms I use in my conceptualization of interpretative
player positioning. After that, the two levels of interpretative player positioning
—in-game interpretations and larger-scale speculations about reality—are
discussed in their own sections. Finally, I illustrate a potential application of my
approach by analyzing The Witcher 3 from a posthuman perspective.
Posthumanism has largely focused on speculative genres beyond fantasy, such

(Kunzelman “The Click”). Players speculate these consequences both on this mechanic level and
in connection to their role in the fictional world, where their choices influence various aspects,
such as the fates of NPCs. In this article, I focus on the latter; players’ engagement with fictional
worlds from a more narrative-oriented perspective. However, the mechanics are a necessary
part of the game, influencing player actions by providing a frame for the play.

3 The Witcher (2007) and The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings (2011).
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as science fiction. I want to participate in the discussion of fantasy fiction’s role
in posthuman theory and show its possible applications.

2, Interpretive Player Positioning — Main Concepts and
Definitions

Interpretive Player Positioning

Interpretive player positioning is an opening to a discussion that aims to draw
closer attention to how various forms of speculation (narrative, digital,
philosophical; discussed below) converge in digital fantasy RPGs in ways that
attune their player to constant, heightened interpretation of the game and, with
it, the world(s) beyond. It calls attention to the cultural role and ethical
potential of such interactive narratives as “heuristic devices” (Kraatila,
Speculative Mimesis 18; 107-110; cf. Jagoda 201) that can be used in
understanding our equally complex, constantly shifting social reality. By
naming it this distinct positioning, I want to highlight the way players are
constantly situated to an interpretive environment and face various elaborate
interpretive processes. I aim to emphasize this key role of speculative thinking,
while incorporating co-existing traditions to form a more unified approach that
understands the speculative features of these games as world-affecting,
describing their potential to contribute to reality, not only depict it (cf. Kraatila,
Speculative Mimesis).

I propose that interpretation in digital fantasy RPGs could be
approached methodologically with two levels of interpretation. The first level of
interpretive player positioning focuses on exploring the role of interpretation in
the choice- and meaning-making processes of playing. It focuses on in-game
interpretations, such as unravelling the game system’s clues and using them to
support role-playing as Geralt.4 The second level shifts the interpretation
beyond in-game interactions. It illustrates the mimetic potential of the
interpretive and speculative processes level 1 describes in participating in
various contemporary discussions, asking how one might utilize the
interpretive skills required in gaming to understand the world in which we live.
Level 2 uses a hermeneutic approach to explain these connections, but in future
research, other approaches including cognitive narratology might be fruitful.

Speculation

In this article, speculation is approached from three perspectives: (1) as
speculative thinking afforded by speculative worldbuilding and speculative
mimesis in the genre of fantasy fiction (2) as speculation afforded by digital
RPGs (see below) and (3) as a more general, philosophical way of engaging with
contemporary reality. In digital fantasy RPGs, these work together, highlighting
the elaborate speculation at work.

4 The first level I describe here comes close to combining what Koenitz describes as interactivity
levels 1 and 2, which T will discuss later in the article. In my approach, the second level of
interpretive player positioning moves from understanding general interpretation and
interpreting in-game possibilities to interact with the game system to a broader understanding
of how we can use such interpretation that is at the heart of these playing experiences to interact
with our reality.
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Speculative Affordances of Digital RPGs

Digital RPGs create speculation in unique ways (cf. Kunzelman, “The Click” &
The World). For the purposes of this article, I approach these with the concepts
of interactivity, agency and reciprocity. Interactivity affords speculation with
the cognitive activity of interpreting the game and in digital RPGs especially by
responding to user input (cf. Koenitz). Agency, or the possibility to influence
the game, can be roughly divided into ludic and narrative agency referring to
different aspects of the game experience, but in practice, these forms are
entwined (Joyce; Bodi and Thon). The player’s choices have both immediate
and long-term consequences: non-playable characters live or die, rulers are
dethroned and entire regions are transformed. Agency affords speculation by
allowing the player to influence the fantasy world, a process in which they
constantly speculate about possible scenarios that follow their choices.
Reciprocal communication adds to this by commenting on player agency: the
game rewards or punishes players for their choices, creating a feedback loop
that might shape how players act in the future (cf. Kleinerman; Farca). It
highlights speculation by explicitly reminding players that their actions have
consequences, making them seriously consider what they should do when faced
with particular choices.

The Interpreting Player

Traversing the world as one of its characters is a common feature in RPGs,
situating the player in a partly scripted position from which they interpret and
influence the fantasy world (Roine, “Agency”). Especially in The Witcher 3,
where Geralt can be customized very littles and has a strong scripted role in the
story, players must balance their own goals against Geralt’s implied
characteristics. For instance, refusal to spare characters the game considers
“worthy of saving” (according to Geralt’s ethical codex) is often critically
remarked upon, while saving them is praised. Doing the “right thing” can cost
the player in game perks like rare items or money, even if the result is more
narratively rewarding — and vice versa. As such, playstyles vary greatly.
Speedrunners, who try to complete the game as quickly as possible, necessarily
neglect narrative aspects. Players might also ignore the game’s almost didactic
commentary and instead pursue an “evil” route for their character, which does
not remove the discussion of ethical themes, but changes how they are
interpreted.

In using the term player, I refer to a kind of interpreting player: an
assumed player who focuses on the narrative qualities of the game. The article’s
focus is on the narrative side of The Witcher 3, but obviously not all interactivity

5 Without fan-made modifications (mods) or add-ons, Geralt’s appearance can be customized
by changing his clothes or going to a barbershop to change his hair and beard styles. His
scripted role as a white, straight, male Witcher with certain ethical principles and existing
relationships cannot be changed, though the player can choose how to react to it. In many RPGs,
the player can customize these (and more) aspects of their character more freely. The digital
format, however, limits possible interactions, so playable characters in digital RPGs always
have a somewhat scripted role, but the level of player agency varies. The increased level of
creative freedom influences the interpretive processes but does not fully change them since
similar workings remain.
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relates to narrative. My implied player understands this, and while they focus
on the narrative of the game, they understand how ludic aspects, like better
rewards, can influence decision-making. This is close to a humanities-based
approach of a “critical author-as-player”, but it also touches upon social aspects
of play in connecting players with real-world issues (cf. Aarseth, “I Fought” 130;
Farca). Transgressive play, or the attempt to play against the idealized player
(Aarseth, “I Fought”; Zhu), is beyond the scope of this article. I have made a
conscious choice to focus on the narrative side of the game, which rules out
achievement-oriented playstyles. This is necessarily an idealized version of a
player built on how the game has prestructured encounters and responses (cf.
Farca) and how it assumes its player to be at least somewhat interested in
interpreting the game’s narrative clues as well as being at least somewhat
familiar with the transmedia Witcher universe (cf. Janski 124—125; Phelan 7—
8).

Critical Mimesis

In the article’s final section, which presents a posthuman reading of The
Witcher 3, 1 discuss an idea that mimesis in such speculative and interactive
contexts might be referred to as critical mimesis. Drawing from the idea of
speculative mimesis as world-affecting (cf. Halliwell; Kraatila, The Crisis 31—33
& Speculative Mimesis), I engage with the idea that mimesis might sometimes
be essentially critical in nature, examining how fictional worlds reflect real-
world discourses like war, racism, or in the context of this article, human-
nonhuman-relations. This connection between worlds is understood here from
a hermeneutic perspective (i.e. Arjoranta, “Hermeneutics”; Klosinski; Alber et
al.). Such a critical and ethically motivated stance might be present in various
forms of contemporary fantasy and other fiction, but in digital RPGs it gains an
additional dimension when the player interacts with the fictional world in a
more concrete sense (cf. Farca; Koenitz). This kind of interpretation
foregrounds causal relationships of player actions, making the critical
commentary more explicit by how the system reflects it back to the player.

3. Interacting with a Digital Fantasy World

Interactivity in digital fantasy RPGs is at least twofold. Hartmut Koenitz (2023)
illustrates this feature in interactive digital narratives by describing two levels
of interactivity: interactivity 1 and 2. The first level describes the cognitive
activity that is always present when interpreting anything, whether the object
is responsive to user input or not (Koenitz 2—3). The second level describes the
shift from static objects to dynamic systems: it maps the kind of interactivity
typical of digital RPGs where players can influence the object of interpretation
(ibid., 3—4), for instance by making choices that branch the narrative (cf.
Aarseth, Cybertext).

Speculation in digital fantasy RPGs can also be described from at least
two perspectives: speculative fiction narratives and speculative game
affordances. Fantasy fiction affords speculation with its imaginative
worldbuilding and speculative mimesis (see i.e. Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis;
Roine, Imaginative). Game qualities add to this by encouraging the player to
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consider the consequences of their actions and the possibilities to act within the
system’s frame (cf. Kunzelman, “The Click”). Together, these modes of
speculation lead the player to philosophical modes of experimental and
speculative thinking (Kunzelman, The World 53), including the kind of critical
mimetic discourse I explore in this article.

Digital fantasy RPGs utilize various storytelling practices, such as
scripting and positioning, to support the player’s agency and role-playing
(Roine, “Agency”). The Witcher 3 is no exception. The game opens with a
cinematic sequence where a woman escapes from a battlefield. The scene then
cuts to the aftermath of the battle, where two Witchers, Geralt and his mentor
Vesemir, examine the destruction of the landscape. Later, Geralt dreams of the
woman, and it is revealed she is Yennefer, Geralt’s on-and-off lover first
introduced in the Witcher books. The game’s tutorial then begins. Here, the
player learns the basic elements of gameplay while training with Vesemir and
young Ciri in a dream-like flashback set in the Witcher stronghold, Kaer
Morhen. The tutorial ends with an ominous vision of a spectral ship: the Wild
Hunt, attacking Ciri. After Geralt wakes, the Witchers follow Yennefer’s tracks
to the village of White Orchard.

From the tutorial, the player gets a preliminary sense of who Geralt is,
insight into some of his past experiences, and clues about what drives his
actions in the present, including his relationships with Vesemir, Ciri and
Yennefer. Throughout the game, the player must interpret and utilize similar
clues. One of the first major quests in White Orchard involves hunting down a
griffin to gain knowledge of Yennefer’s whereabouts. During the quest, the
player visits an herbalist and may choose to ask whether an injured girl residing
in the herbalist’s hut was attacked by the beast. The herbalist confirms this to
be the case and tells Geralt that the girl, Lena, will soon die, as her methods are
not powerful enough to save her. The player can try to help Lena by brewing a
Witcher potion, a remedy that might save or kill her, as it is not intended for
human consumption. The quest, titled “On Death’s Bed”, is one of the first to
illustrate a repeating pattern of ethically complex choices in the game.

Later in the game, and famously in the books in a similar way,® Geralt
describes his thoughts on making choices: “If I am to choose between a greater
and lesser evil, I prefer not to choose at all. Usually, though, the stakes are just
too damn high. ...” (TW3, Return to Crookback Bog, if Anna dies.) A conflict
arises since the game is designed to be choice-based, and thus, it is impossible
for the player not to make a choice when directed to do so. If the player were to
stick to Geralt’s neutral position, they would never leave White Orchard, find
Ciri, or defeat the Wild Hunt.

The Witcher 3 prominently utilizes a character narrator (Backe and Thon
4) to communicate player agency. Dandelion, a bard and a close companion of
Geralt’s in the books as well as a character in the game, writes the game’s
journal, which helps players track their progress. The journal also helps build
the storyworld by chronicling Geralt’s adventures as mock history writing.
Ultimately, it creates a “feedback loop” (Kleinerman; cf. also Farca) between the
player and the game system, where player agency is commented on by either

6 “Eyvil is evil, Stregobor,’ said the Witcher seriously as he got up. ‘Lesser, greater, middling, it’s
all the same. [...] But if 'm to choose between one evil and another, then I prefer not to choose
at all. [...]” (The Last Wish)
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rewarding their actions or punishing them. Sometimes, if the player makes a
choice Dandelion disagrees with, the narration switches tone and narrative
person, moving from third-person to first-person narration. During the side
quest “Contract: An Elusive Thief”, for example, the player must decide whether
or not to kill a doppelganger who has been stealing food from local merchants
in Novigrad. Should they choose to do so, rather than sparing his life, they will
trigger a shift in the game’s narrative style.

Using character narrators in this a way adds narratorial complexity
(Backe and Thon 4-5), which trickles down to interpretive complexity. As a
bard, Dandelion seeks the best story, making his narration oftentimes
exaggerated and even misrepresenting the events he tells of. He often makes his
own deductions as to the motivations behind different choices, mirroring to
them his friendship with Geralt. In this way, Dandelion’s narration further
complicates the already complex relationship between Geralt and the player (cf.
Backe and Thon 5-6). It makes comments on player agency, comparing the
choices to the player’s interpretation of Geralt. Though such commentary does
not outright limit the player, the bard’s disapproval may be seen as narratively
unfavorable. In the least, it discusses and challenges the player’s choices when
roleplaying as Geralt. Stories and storytelling techniques such as these can be
highly persuasive, creating emotional pressure that may cause players to make
choices that support the path perceived as “right” for their character instead of
ones more ludically rewarding (Tomlinson 86—87; see also Wilde and Evans).

Interpretation on level 1 of the interpretive player positioning approach
zooms in on this reciprocal communication, asking, for instance, what kind of
clues (narrative or ludic) the game gives the player, how can the player react to
them, and what factors, like emotional connections with NPCs (Tomlinson;
Wilde; Wilde and Evans) are connected to the decisions. The game setting
should provide the player with meaningful encounters with the fantasy world
as well as agency within it (cf. Bodi and Thon). By this I mean that the player
should understand that their actions have consequences in-game, and that they
have the potential to be persuasive and challenging in some way, for example
by connecting player agency to ethical discussions of fitting punishments of
crimes. In the later sections, I will go further into possible applications of these
interpretations.

4. Interplay between Actual and Fictional Worlds

The interpretation of fantasy worlds can be understood as a process where the
player re-constructs their understanding of the actual world with the help of the
fantastic one (Kraatila, The Crisis 57—59). Such a process suggests the workings
of a hermeneutic circle (or spiral), where the player’s interpretations are
informed by their contextual background in the actual world, but these pre-
existing ideas, such as their understanding of similar games or knowledge of
The Witcher franchise, are also shaped by the game, and so on (Ricoeur; Alber
et al.; Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis; Arjoranta “How” & “Hermeneutics”;
Aarseth and Moring; Klosinski). This invites the player to take on an active role
in imagining and speculating the workings and meanings of both worlds (cf.
Kraatila, The Crisis 58) particularly by making them more involved in building
the world compared to interpreting non-responsive works of fiction (cf.
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Koenitz; Farca). However, these processes are not particularly subtle, but rather
a key part of the worldbuilding techniques of digital fantasy RPGs, and the
player is usually well acquainted with their workings (cf. Roine, Imaginative
119).

In The Witcher 3, the fantasy world is at war, and the player constantly
faces famine and engages with broken families and suffering refugees.
Discussions of real-world wars such as those in Ukraine or Gaza, might
influence how the player approaches such scenarios in-game. The fictional
setting, however, estranges them from the context of the real-world events (cf.
Suvin), in a way alleviating some of the weight that is a part of the war discourse
where real people suffer. Thus, instead of directly referencing each other, the
relationships between fantasy worlds and reality are metaphorical, abstract and
interpretive (see Kraatila, “N.K. Jemisinin” 257—258). The experience of
encountering these themes in a setting where players can act and choose to
make a positive influence in the fictional world might, at best, lead to actions in
the real world (cf. Farca), or at least make them think about such themes,
possibly from a critical perspective because of how the game portrays and
positions them. In this way, the fictional world provides a place for the player
to test their interpretive skills and mirror the reflections fuelled by them to
themes they see discussed in the news (Kraatila, The Crisis 284; “N.K.
Jemisinin” 257—-258). Rather than merely attempting to imitate reality, the
mimesis at play here is more world-reflecting than world-imitating, and as it
includes possibilities to influence the world it comments on, it becomes world-
affecting (cf. Halliwell; Kraatila, The Crisis 31—33). In a digital environment,
this tension between mimesis, interactivity and agency creates significant
potential for ethical re-interpretations of our actual world, which might be
conceptualized as critical mimesis, as exemplified in Section 5.

The second level of interpretative player positioning invites closer
consideration of how interpretation moves from the interpretation of in-game
events, such as choice-making during dialogues, to speculative mimesis. By
combining speculative affordances of digital environments in RPGs with the
idea of fantasy fiction as a particularly effective format for engaging with our
increasingly complex contemporary reality (Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis), 1
ask how we might utilize the interpretive skills required in digital gaming to
better understand the complex world in which we live.

The interpretive position the player embodies in The Witcher 3 situates
them between the defined categories of human, nonhuman and monster,
allowing the player to approach conflicts from different perspectives. The game
heavily builds on this. At one point, the player, as Geralt, can choose to show
sympathy to a gay man driven away from the community because of his
sexuality by telling him that they understand, because Geralt is “a freak, too”
(TW3, The Beast of White Orchard, conversation with Mislav). They can
similarly refer to Geralt’s profession as a monster hunter as someone moving
between different worlds of experience: “Only Witchers stand between you
[sentient monsters] and humans. We know both worlds, protect both. We Kkill
dangerous monsters so the thinking ones can live in peace.” (TW3, Skellige’s
Most Wanted.) Such liminality on a narrative level is not such an explicit part
of all RPGs, but in any case, the player acts from a kind of liminal space situated
between actual and fictional worlds. Their interpretations are inevitably
influenced by their presence in the actual world (cf. Arjoranta,
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“Hermeneutics”), but the game tries to persuade them to embody Geralt: to act
and think as he would.

This roleplaying draws attention to mutant experiences. There are
numerous characters who are hybrid in nature, often combining human and
non-human features. These mutant figures invite the player to question
existing conventions and norms, and thus, encounters with their unfamiliar
figures may lead to cognitive estrangement (Kortekallio 14—15; 88—92). Mutant
narratives, in turn, engage in imagining things like species, genetics and
environments beyond the conventional, normative and familiar, utilizing
strategies of speculation and fantasy fiction in doing so (Kortekallio 4; 80). In
The Witcher 3, I argue, this is a key feature in creating speculative commentary.
As a Witcher, Geralt earns his living by killing monsters. Monster-hunts often
invite the player into ethically motivated discussions with the very beings they
seek to Kkill, as some of the creatures can speak in a language they share with
both Geralt and the player. These “thinking monsters” fall under Geralt’s ethical
code, and he refuses to kill them if they do not pose danger to others. The game
often portrays Geralt pausing to talk with the monsters instead of immediately
drawing his sword. In doing so, it synthetically builds ethical reflections into
the game, foregrounding such reflections as a reoccurring rhetorical and
reciprocal method of communication. It gives the player ethical agency, a
possibility to make ethically challenging choices that influence the fates of NPCs
(Dechering and Bakkes). Given this significant role of ethics, The Witcher 3 may
be referred to as ethical fiction (cf. Brake and Decker).

Level 2 of interpretive player positioning focuses on how the interpretive
skills used in gaming move from merely interpreting possibilities to act in-game
to recognizing how they connect to different discourses, such as the ethical
implications of marginalizing, oppressing and even killing beings based on how
they differ from the existing norms put in place by those in power. In the final
section, I discuss such posthuman imaginations further by focusing on the
ethically reflective potential they entail in their discussions connecting to
contemporary discourses in the actual world.

5. Posthuman Speculation as Critical Mimesis: The
Ethical Potential of Interactive Fantasy Worlds

Above, I have illustrated the intertwining qualities of fantasy fiction and digital
RPGs that support the player’s speculation and interpretation. In this final
section, I go further into speculative stories as world-affecting speculations of a
different world by combining the two levels of interpretation to offer a
posthuman reading of The Witcher 3.1 consider the larger implications of such
complex worlds and the equally challenging themes they discuss, arguing that
in interacting with fantasy worlds, we may find unexpected routes to
understanding the constantly shifting perceptions of reality. I call this process
critical mimesis, by which I refer to the way the game invites the player to
engage in a critically attuned, active, and ethically motivated reflection process
that connects discourses of fictional and actual worlds. The agency related to
this might be categorized in terms of ethical agency (Dechering and Bakkes),
affective-interpretive agency (Suoranta) or perhaps even speculative agency.
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Posthuman themes, such as the value and role of nonhuman? beings in a
human-ruled society, are central to The Witcher 3. Interpreting such themes,
however, requires a deeper interpretive concentration than understanding the
implications of war or racism, both of which are repeatedly discussed in the
game. While the hierarchical relations between humans, elves, and dwarves can
quite easily be interpreted as a critique of white supremacy, the discussion
portrayed through monsters is more abstract, and its interpretation is more
strongly the player’s responsibility (cf. Kraatila, “N.K. Jemisinin” 258). Though
stories have their limitations for example with player agency (Tomlinson 82—
86) or portraying nonhuman experiences (Arjoranta, “Playing” 109—110),8
there is also significant potential in them for the critical re-interpretation of
reality. In this context, mutant narratives have been brought up as a response
to the crisis of humanism (Kortekallio).

In digital RPGs, multiple dimensions of complexity converge, making
them particularly interesting environments in terms of world-affecting
mimesis. First, the themes they discuss are large-scale and challenging in
various ways, which forces the player to concentrate on reflecting upon them
whilst they play. Such speculative complexity (cf. Kraatila, The Crisis;
Caracciolo, The Experientiality & Narrating) draws attention to the constant
presence of speculation on a narrative level. Second, the digital format
highlights this interactive process as the player must constantly consider how
their actions shape the narrative and how the game might react to their input,
which adds a level of digital complexity (cf. Koenitz 6—7). Third, mutant figures
are fundamentally complex beings, and in challenging the existing norms with
their hybrid features, they create a sense of narrative complexity (Kortekallio
95), which might include ethical complexity. Together, the two levels of
interpretation I have discussed in this article help navigate this complexity by
focusing the interpretation first on a textual level and after that connecting it to
larger interpretive possibilities. Digital and narrative complexity can be
explored with level 1 by mapping how they afford interpretation in-game
whereas speculative and ethical complexity more closely relate to level 2’s role
in engaging with reality.

The ethical potential related to the game’s posthuman qualities spans
various perspectives from foregrounding posthuman themes in the narrative to
enhancing such nonhuman visions with the audiovisual and digital fantasy
environment. The three most central aspects, I argue, relate to (1) playing as
and interacting with hybrid mutant figures who blur binary categories between
various norms, such as human and nonhuman (2) the experiences of
estrangement that relate to these and (3) the reciprocal and ethical
communication between the game and its player, such as the player’s ethical
agency in deciding the fates of monsters. Of these three, the first relates mostly

7 In posthuman research, the term “nonhuman” is usually used to refer to anything differing
from the human norm. In The Witcher 3’s world, however, nonhumans are their own category,
referring to a range of human-like races such as dwarves and elves, who slightly differ from the
human assumption, and are thus categorized by this divergence. In posthuman research, the
term “nonhuman” would thus envelope all beings that are not human, such as monsters and
nonhumans, but in the game’s world this differentiation is made between them.

8 Unnatural narratology, for one, points out that “not all narratives are consistent with real-
world experience”, but that such narratives can still be approached with certain reading
strategies (Alber et al. 447—448).
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to the first level of interpretive player positioning, where the player (as Geralt)
acts from a liminal narrative position and meets other hybrid beings. The
second begins to draw the connection between worlds, moving closer to level 2
by making the player reflect on the feelings of estrangement that stem from the
actual world. The third illustrates level 2, where in-game interactions from level
1 are understood not only as the game’s internal worldbuilding (hunting
monsters as a Witcher), but in their relation to ethical discussions (questioning
why norm-breaking beings are being oppressed).

The constant presence of human-like, but not-quite-human characters
who voice their opinion in a shared language, calls attention to the unjust social
structures in the fictional world. By meeting individuals who are abused,
discriminated against and even hunted by the human population, the player
encounters discourses that challenge the assumed norms of order and
civilization that place humans as central beings. Playing as Geralt is a key
interpretive function to position the player to posthuman thematics, as he is a
mutant.9 Born as a human but genetically enhanced and brutally trained to
become a Witcher, he is left in a liminal position in between existing categories
of human, nonhuman and monster. His human past and profession allow him
to connect with human experiences, but he can also use their scorn to find
common ground with beings who suffer in the human society. Encounters with
such mutant narratives may create experiences of cognitive estrangement (cf.
Suvin) in the player when they are forced to question familiar concepts of
normative bodies and societal structures (Kortekallio).

I have already discussed Geralt’s principles regarding sentient monsters,
but even monsters who are considered insentient have qualities that encourage
posthuman reflections. Some of these “dangerous monsters”, the unspeaking
and aggressive ones, look more like humans than trolls or werewolves.
Reoccurring enemies like drowners, who live near bodies of water, and ghouls,
who are attracted by corpses, are both described by their resemblance to
humans in the game’s bestiary. This familiarity, however, is deemed “eerie” and
“foreign”, and the bestiary entries quickly move on to describe the qualities that
make them “the utter negation of all that is human.” Narratively, they create
contrast to the speaking monsters.1©

The distinction between human and nonhuman (in the posthuman
sense) is built not only on appearance, but also on cognition and deeds. The
latter, especially, draws comparisons between human and nonhuman actors in
the fictional world. The definition of a monster is chief among the ethical
discussions discussed by The Witcher 3 and its transmedia companions (see
Brake and Decker). The question of who or what can be called a monster is a
reoccurring yet complex theme. The comparisons between humans and those
they like to call monsters only sharpen as the player travels from villages to
cities, interacting with their human populations. One after the other, they

9 From a ludic perspective, playing as such a character also opens intriguing possibilities to
gameplay since Geralt’s mutations allow him to use basic magic, see in the dark and drink
potent elixirs to fare better in fights against monsters. This helps create a semblance of
estrangement in an audiovisual sense (cf. Arjoranta “Playing”).

10 Such monsters serve as enemies the player can slay to fulfil ludic features like combat, which
is a key part of The Witcher 3 and other RPGs. The player can collect items from the monsters’
corpses to use in brewing potions that further their ludic performance by making them stronger,
faster, and so on.
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illustrate the worst of humanity. A large number of humans Geralt interacts
with on his quest to find Ciri are irrefutably greedy and violent. In Novigrad,
the player witnesses a scene where a priest of a radical, human-oriented cult
tortures a prostitute with a hot poker (TW3, Carnal Sins). The city is largely
controlled by another fanatic, Caleb Menge, commander of the cult’s armed
forces, and beyond the government level, by four undercover bosses each more
corrupt than the next. In Velen, during one of the main quests, Geralt learns of
an abusive relationship between an alcoholic man, referred to as “the Baron”,
and his wife, Anna. Geralt is forced to help the Baron in order to gain
information about Ciri’s whereabouts. During the quest, Anna is discovered to
have miscarried as a result of the Baron’s physical assault (TW3, the Bloody
Baron questline), evidencing further the violence of humankind within the
game.

These are just a few examples from the tens and hundreds of hours of
gameplay, showing the stark contrast between the raping, thieving and
murdering humans depicted throughout The Witcher 3, and the so-called
monsters Geralt is sent to hunt, beings who often just try to survive in a human-
ruled world where they have no place. Naturally, there are exceptions on both
sides: humans who prove their kind are not entirely corrupt, as well as monsters
driven by greed or vengeance. However, the reoccurring encounters with
mutants who challenge the distinction between human and monster invite the
player to consider the ethical implications of definitions of monstrosity. These
in-game interpretations of monsters in the context of the fantasy world and its
inner workings (level 1) then shift towards larger implications of how similar
discussions of oppression, violence and hierarchy are reflected and discussed in
the game’s storytelling (level 2).

By including the player in decision-making on level 1, the game’s
speculative mimesis gains a critical application when moving to level 2, where
a similar “call to action” is not explicit, but possible at least in the way it invites
the player to reflect on these decisions. As discussed above, the interpretation
of such themes is influenced by the player’s background and motivations, which
are reflected in their play. Because of this, the basis of the interpretive player
positioning approach is on the interactive gaming experience, which
fundamentally is subjective: it does not aim to define any one argument that the
game tries to convey about such themes, because something like that does not
likely even exist—neither universally nor in such interactive worlds shaped by
the player. Instead, I explore the complex interactions between players and the
game where various forms of speculation converge and are highlighted by the
interactive storyworld, creating possibilities for critical interpretations.

6. Conclusion

In this article, I have explored the interpretive and speculative interactions in
digital fantasy RPGs, and their potential to invite ethical posthuman reflections,
introducing the interpretive player positioning approach. The approach, as seen
throughout this article, has two levels: (1) the player’s agency and meaningful
interactions with the scripted world and (2) the interpretive and speculative
potential in this digital ludo-narrative environment. Combined, this
conceptualization can be used to examine the reciprocal interpretive processes
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between actual and fantastical worlds, as seen in my posthuman reading of The
Witcher 3.

The interpretive player approach brings together fantasy research and
digital media, focusing on how various forms of speculation converge, creating
complexity across narrative, digital and ethical levels. By foregrounding the
player’s active participation in the creation of the fantasy world, this complexity
highlights their potential to engage with various equally complex discourses.
Gaming experiences such as these have the potential to encourage critical
reflections on the actual world, allowing players to experiment, speculate and
test their interpretative skills in a digital fantasy environment. I call this
critically attuned process of interpretation critical mimesis. Such a reading
technique can be applied to various contexts, including postcolonial and
feminist perspectives. From a posthuman perspective, the three key
interactions include (1) playing as and interacting with hybrid mutant figures
who blur the binary categories between norms (2) the experiences of
estrangement that relate to these and (3) the reciprocal and ethical
communication between the game and its player.

The conceptualizations I have offered here invite further explorations to
investigate the speculative and mimetic possibilities of digital fantasy RPGs.
Possible directions for future study include, for example, adopting the 4E
approach to better understand the cognitive implications of such
interpretations (Polvinen; Wilde; Kortekallio), applying rhetorical narrative
theory to map audience engagement with narratives (Phelan) and examining
narrative positioning so as to further explore how narrative identities are
constructed textually (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou). The kind of ethically
attuned, often critical and future-oriented interpretation I have outlined also
aligns with discussions of narrative literacy (Kraatila, “Narrative Literacy”),
where it might gain practical usability. As such, the interpretive player
approach contributes to various discourses about the role and potential of
digital games, fantasy fiction and narratives in our contemporary society.

Biography: Nanna Numento is a doctoral researcher in Literary Studies at
Tampere University. Her research focuses on speculative strategies and
narrative ethics in digital fantasy role-playing games. She is particularly
interested in the complex ways these games engage with our contemporary
reality, inviting their player to constant speculative thought experiments.
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Science fiction author, feminist, critic, and academic Joanna Russ wrote in her
1970 essay “The Image of Women in Science Fiction,” “One would think science
fiction the perfect literary mode in which to explore (and explode) our
assumptions about ‘innate’ values and ‘natural’ social arrangements, in short,
our ideas about Human Nature, Which Never Changes” (206). Although she
posited this as a critique of the genre’s tendency to project the gender,
relationship, and family norms of mid-century America across vast reaches of
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space and time, in the 1960s and 1970s, the genre happily exploded other
supposedly innate values, such as the supremacy of rational, “normal”
consciousness, and revealed itself as a literary mode particularly suited to these
explorations.

What if, authors began to ask, we considered altered states of
consciousness like madness, psychedelic intoxication, and dreaming as
opportunities for empathic connection with others or communion with the
natural world, as a way to build community bonds, or as access to hidden
knowledge? What if variations in the qualities of consciousness could teach us
about knowing ourselves, relating to others, and perceiving and inhabiting the
real? Indeed, Russ opens her essay with the assertion that “science fiction is
What If literature” (205, emphasis original).

During the 1960s and 1970s, science fiction spread out of niche
magazines into paperbacks and anthologies to become one of the most widely
read genres in America. Although it spread through college campuses and onto
the bookshelves of radicals and conservatives; professionals and the working
class; urban, suburban, and rural readers alike, the stigma of its pulp origins
clung to the genre for decades. Yet, as supposedly unserious, even childish
literature, it was free to take up thorny questions from unconventional
perspectives. Science fiction was free, by its very nature as What If literature, to
speculate. In the 1960s and 1970s, science fiction undertook ebullient
explorations of altered states of consciousness, not just to encourage empathy
for and understanding of mental suffering, but to imagine the minds of the
future.

During the same period, American society underwent radical changes
that shifted common understandings of consciousness and challenged norms.
Advances in antipsychotic medications enabled a policy transition from
institutionalization to community care, increasing the visibility of the mentally
ill, while concomitant advances in and challenges to the field of psychiatry
disrupted long-held assumptions and hostilities. The discovery of the
psychedelic properties of LSD in 1943 and the rediscovery by the western world
of psychedelic mushrooms in the 1950s spread from medical experimentation
to high-class therapy to recreational use. The disproval of many of Sigmund
Freud’s theories on the interpretation of dreams lead to a boom in dream
research and dream institutes as scientists sought evidentially validated
theories of dreaming. Many of these transformations in the understanding and
conceptualization of types of consciousness continue today, or echo in
contemporary American culture.

In my dissertation, Stay Strange: A Computational Corpus Stylistic
Analysis of Altered Consciousness in American Science Fiction 1960—1979, 1
characterize the style or styles of representing altered consciousness in 1960s
and 1970s American science fiction. I do so in order to understand how nuances
of word choice and sentence construction may affect how people conceptualize
altered states, and how those notions may affect, for example, treatment of the
mentally ill or attitudes toward psychedelic drug use. Rather than the dressing
of thought or incidental flourishes, style is completely imbricated with content,
meaning, and information. Particularly in the case of representations of altered
states, I contend, style generates theme. The root of meaning in a text is in the
specific words chosen. And it is through themes that style — that is, patterns of
specifically chosen words — interplays with culture more broadly.
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Therefore, I draw a line from the specifics of style through theme to
socio-cultural currents. I ask:

1. What linguistic strategies and semantic fields are used to represent
altered states and how does the style of portrayal relate to the
thematic import of altered consciousness?

2. How do these themes affect, and how are they affected by,
contemporaneous popular and professional attitudes towards mental
illness, psychedelic drug use and research, and dream and
consciousness research?

These are expansive questions that link fine-grained lexical characteristics of
individual texts to genre-wide features of meaning making, and these features
in turn to societal trends in thought.

Therefore, the dissertation takes a computational and corpus-driven
approach, studying 56 Nebula and Hugo Award winning or nominated novels
by American authors published in the 1960s and 1970s. I blend computational
approaches with close reading to achieve scalarity. By scalarity, I mean the
ability to zoom into the stylistic details of the use of a specific word in a
particular passage of text, and zoom out to statistical relationships between
word frequencies in the corpus as representative of the genre while forging
evidential, analytical, and interpretive linkages across this scale. In scalar
studies of literature, Andrew Piper affirms, “part and whole are always kept
simultaneously in view” (16). Thus, my dissertation contributes to the growing
body of digital humanities and corpus stylistic research that uses computational
tools to move through levels of reading as distant as a corpus and as close as a
short passage in a specific text in order to discover what style does across those
levels.

Moreover, the dissertation demonstrates that classically distant reading-
type questions about socio-cultural context are compatible with, and indeed
enrich and are enriched by, multilevel investigations of style. The ability to set
a wide scope while not losing sight of detail and to maintain consistency in fine-
grained analysis across a sizeable corpus opens a new field of questions for
exploration in which word, text, and context come into fresh relation. In the
context of my dissertation, this means a corpus wherein novels have been
divided into passages representing altered states and passages representing
default, or “normal” consciousness. I then use the computer to apply two
categorical dictionaries to the corpus. These are DocuScope, which is built on a
rhetorical framework, and the Regressive Imagery Dictionary, which is
designed to detect and describe the lexical composition of textual
representations of altered consciousness. For example, DocuScope reveals the
percentage of words in a text that belong to categories such as sense object
(words that create the experience of the five senses perceiving objects and their
orientation) or person class (words referencing an individual or group’s formal,
occupational, and identity roles).

The dictionary does not just count the frequency of each category for
every text in the corpus. I can also pick a text — say, Marta Randall’s altered
consciousness passages from her novel Islands (1976) — and the program will
show me where all the sense object words appear in the passages. I can compare
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that to how these words occur in her default state passages or, say, in Phillip K.
Dick’s altered state passages from The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch
(1964). I can toggle between which categories are visible so that, for example, I
can explore how sense property and person class words interact — or do not.

This kind of data mainly leads back into the text. That is, while I use a
few distant reading techniques like cluster analysis (seeing how texts group
based on their category frequency compositions) and distance matrices (a
general measure of how similar or dissimilar a text is compared to every other
text in the corpus), my main approach is to let the categorical frequencies guide
close reading. This kind of close reading examines how categories of words
interplay with each other in passages of altered consciousness and notices the
specific ways in which grammatical features like use of the passive, or phonetic
features like alliteration, interact with the lexical categories. Through such close
reading, I uncover distinct styles of representing altered consciousness. This
exploratory approach takes advantage of both the speed and consistency of
computers in identifying individual features and patterns of features and
humanism’s cultivation of the capacity to recognize and interpret meaning from
such patterns. Through this blended reading I discover a general style of altered
consciousness within which three distinct stylistic groups correspond with
three distinct thematizations of altered consciousness. Characterizing this
general style of altered consciousness contributes to two threads of an ongoing
conversation about estrangement in science fiction studies that engages Simon
Spiegel’s systematization of Darko Suvin’s concept of cognitive estrangement.
In the first thread, Jessica Norledge, Richard J. Whitt, and Michael Adams use
Spiegel’s systematization to illuminate connections between style, reader
response, and ethics, while in the second, Simona Bartolotta, Kaisa Kortekallio,
and Esko Suoranta use it to demonstrate how estrangement may function as a
formal affordance that allows readers to think through a science fiction text.

Although representations of altered states in my material have
considerable variety, they do evidence a consistent style. It is a style of sensory
detail — detached from acts of perception and in tension with incongruous
emotions — that overloads a sparse framework of repetitive words suggestive of
order, such as “form” and “pattern,” and creates a chaotic, associational
structure in which focalizing characters have difficulty interpreting exterior
events but are confident in their interior perception. What is more, this style
represents the altered state of consciousness as defamiliarized in comparison
to the representation of the default state, in which the positive aspects of
communication are highlighted and a rational orientation to action is
emphasized.

The style of altered consciousness constitutes a language of
estrangement that functions as a novum, the innovation or “new thing” that
identifies the work as science fiction. It determines how protagonists perceive
and interact with the storyworld, motivating their actions and prompting
readers (at least for a moment) to view things differently, to experience
estrangement or defamiliarization (Suvin 63—64). Unlike many conventional
novums — think spaceships or bug-eyed-monsters, which are demystified
almost the moment they are introduced — the language of estrangement resists
naturalization, keeping perception perpetually strange. In his clarification of
Suvinian cognitive estrangement, Spiegel terms this “formal-rhetorical act of
making the familiar strange” (376) first-degree defamiliarization, in which “the
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narration is completely focalized through the novum; we literally see with
strange eyes” (378). This defamiliarizing style of altered consciousness makes
it first possible, then morally imperative, to perceive strangely. The
defamiliarized language estranges readers, facilitating a de-automatized
encounter with otherwise familiar themes of contemporaneous sociocultural
concern.

To illustrate, in Kate Wilhelm’s The Killer Thing (1967), the obvious
candidates for novums — the Kkiller robot, laser guns, and spaceships — had
already been naturalized and become part of the familiar furniture of science
fiction’s “megatext,” or generic repertoire (Broderick), even in the 1960s.
However, the defamiliarizing perspective afforded by the focalizing character
Captain Tracey’s altered consciousness estranges the narrative content of this
perception — wartime memories and the mental constructs that permit war’s
brutal enactment. This estrangement of something “normal” — the Vietnam
War was still widely supported by US citizens in 1967 — prompts its reevaluation
in a move much more consequential than pure marveling at strange, new
technological gadgets. Thus, the perpetually defamiliarized perception of
altered consciousness becomes a vehicle for the altered state’s political and
ethical potential.

The language of an altered state is not merely descriptive, but the style
constitutes the interrelated meanings of such a state of consciousness.
Shoshana Felman notes that altered consciousness, particularly madness, as
represented in a novel, does not describe itself but evokes and participates in
that state (52). The language of an altered state thus possesses a particular
power to involve readers in its estranged viewpoint. In their exclusion from
centers of social discourse, such liminal perspectives acquire other social and
ethical potential(s) (39).

Wilhelm, and other authors in the dissertation’s corpus, harness this
potentiality. Focalizers do often depersonalize in their altered state, yet it is not
a stage of dissolution, despite sometimes containing such lexical patterns.
Rather, it allows for mental and environmental distortions and identifications
that lead to transformation and reframing. Through the defamiliarized
estrangement of altered consciousness, readers perceive the strangeness of war
along with Captain Tracey. Wilhelm’s The Killer Thing, under its space
adventure trappings, made a strong antiwar statement through the estranging
language of altered consciousness. By staying with this strangeness, readers
resist the naturalization of war.

This complex interplay between altered consciousness, language,
estrangement, and social issues also appears in three groups of texts, each with
a distinct style of altered consciousness that produces a distinct thematization
that engages with different aspects of the contemporaneous culture. I call these
the void and disorder, connection and communication, and perception and
transformation stylistic groups.

The void and disorder group focuses on words of vertical motion,
elaborate syntax, natural imagery, and prolix and parallel descriptions that
pertain to the storyworld rather than evoking the focalizing character’s
interiority. These features comprise a style of abundance that nevertheless
evokes absence, or a void, even as it conceals it. The altered states of
consciousness in the void and disorder group speak to entropy and annihilation
both stylistically and thematically. This thematization of altered consciousness
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resonates with understandings of mental illness in Western medicine and
psychology through the first half of the twentieth century. However, the
empathy extended to undergoers of altered states in the novels of the void and
disorder group, such as Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven (1971) and
Thomas M. Disch’s Camp Concentration (1968), aligns with challenges to this
understanding and concurrent changes in treatment of the mentally ill that
began in the 1960s. The depictions of empathy in these novels particularly
reflect the emerging philosophy and practice of antipsychiatry, which
questioned the overmedicalization and over medication, invalidation, and
coercion common to treatment.

The second group, connection and communication, which includes
novels such as James H. Schmitz’s The Witches of Karres (1966) and Danile F.
Galouye’s Dark Universe (1961), represents altered consciousness through the
horizontal axis of space — the physical, earthly, bodily axis — using spatial and
body words to describe elements of the exterior world as though internal to the
character. Focalizers undergo altered states in which their sense of self
repeatedly blurs into the environment. When their self-boundaries blur into the
surrounding storyworld, the world also undergoes continual, contradictory re-
presentation as the focalizer’s altered self-perception shifts. These iteratively
variant, unstable identifications build unreliable storyworlds, worlds wherein
readers cannot be too confident of what is described. The tensions built into
these unreliable worlds enable exploration of speculative, iterative themes.
Through dissolution of the focalizer’s ego into the storyworld in a process of
layered, fractal, unreliable worldbuilding, the connection and communication
group explores altered consciousness as a means of communicating with others
to positively transform social relations and organization and also as a way of
connecting with and protecting the natural environment.

In the third group that I identify, perception and transformation,
altered consciousness constitutes a form of knowledge that alienates. The
novels in this group include Joanna Russ’ We Who Are About To... (1976) and
Robert Silverberg’s A Time of Changes (1971). All the novels in this group
contain a movement from increased perception, through deepened
understanding, to alienation as a result of the altered state of consciousness
depicted. This view aligns with a shift in attitudes toward psychedelic drugs
among researchers, law enforcement, the counterculture, and the American
population in general over the 1960s and 1970s.

“Madness,” Shoshana Felman notes in a synthesis of Derrida and
Foucault, can only be evoked “in the dimension of possibility and the language
of fiction,” (44) which “does not elucidate what it connotes, but rather,
participates in it” (52, emphases original). On this view, altered states are
particularly well articulated in the language of science fiction, a speculative
language of the possible. This is, to evoke Russ again, “What If literature”
written in the What If language of What If consciousness. In not merely
describing altered consciousness but evoking it, the language of altered states
addresses what she describes as “the whole difficulty of science fiction, of
genuine speculation: how to get away from traditional assumptions which are
nothing more than traditional straightjackets” (216).

Altered consciousness is expressed through a particular language of
estrangement, or defamiliarization. This language itself is the novum that
makes traditional assumptions strange, ill-fitting. What I show in my
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dissertation is that digging to the formal and stylistic roots of the language of
altered consciousness reveals its estrangement as a linguistic artefact and
effect, thus showcasing its ability to instigate patterns of social and cultural
questioning and shifting. Further, the general style (and the group styles) of
altered consciousness produce a lexical frequency model from which it will be
possible to build a computational tool capable of identifying portrayals of
altered states, or comparing how “altered” the style of texts are. In future
research, this would allow, for example, diachronic comparison of science
fiction, tracing stylistic and thematic shifts in representations of altered states
from the 1960s to today.

The words we choose to talk about altered consciousness reveal our
relationship to such states. Not only has the present research demonstrated
this, it has yielded tools to understand subtle shifts of consciousness as
represented in language more deeply. The stylistic exuberance of science fiction
in the 1960s and 1970s may in many ways be of its time, but the clarity with
which such style speaks its themes opens the way into hearing the quieter
representations more fully.
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Lena Leimgruber Haraldsson and Marie Ostling

As two early-stage researchers who started our second year of doctoral studies
at Umea University in September 2025, we find ourselves continually returning
to shared questions about speculative fiction: what is it, what does it do, how
does it matter? Although our projects differ in focus and geography — Marie’s
work centers on Norrland, while Lena’s turns toward the Arctic —both of us
approach speculative fiction as a mode that opens possibilities for thinking
otherwise about place, history, and imagination. Based in Umed in northern
Sweden, about 400 km south of the Arctic Circle and on Sami lands, we work
from a location shaped by longstanding relationships, responsibilities, and
tensions. In this conversational piece, we use dialogue as a way to think together
about the challenges and potentials of working with speculative fiction within a
research context: how we define it, how it shapes our methods, and how it
connects to the environments and regions that are fundamental in our work.
Fafnir feels like the right platform for this discussion, both because of its role
in our ongoing scholarly conversations and because of the community it
sustains. This dialogue is inspired by and follows the chain-letter style
advocated by Varis and colleagues (2023), viewing our conversation as a
context for cultivating shared speculative processes.

Marie’s PhD project centers Norrlandian (northern Swedish) fantastic
novels for young readers as a site where ideas about space, place, time, and
identity are set in motion. By examining fictional portrayals of Norrland that
draw upon the fantastic as well as lived experience and contemporary
discourse, including Mats Soderlund’s Flykten (2020), Mikael Niemi’s
Kyrkdjavulen (1994) and Linda Jones’ De tar allt ifraGn mig (2023), Marie
explores how authors mobilize literary traditions and genre conventions to both
represent the local and imagine it differently. She is also interested in whether
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setting, history, and local story traditions interfere with and reshape genre
structures.

Lena’s PhD project examines how contemporary speculative fiction
engages with the Arctic as a space of environmental change, colonial legacy, and
cultural imagination. By analyzing literary representations of the Arctic across
historical and futuristic settings, such as Dan Simmons’ The Terror (2007),
Kaliane Bradley’s The Ministry of Time (2024), Michelle Min Sterling’s Camp
Zero (2023), and Sam J. Miller’s Blackfish City (2018), the project explores how
narrative can both reflect and reshape understandings of place in times of
climate instability. In this context, speculative fiction becomes a critical mode
for reimagining the Arctic: not as a remote or static backdrop, but as an active,
storied landscape where questions of belonging, power, and planetary futures
converge.

Marie: We both work with materials that engage with ideas of Northernness,
both in a more general sense and in the sense of very local, specific Norths. It is
quite telling that we both hint at the dual concept of space and place in
sketching this out — I imagine we will both go down that theoretical road in the
future. However, we have both started in what some might describe as the
opposite end: that of imagination and speculation, albeit from slightly different
angles. My engagement with fantasy foregrounds the magical and mythic — that
is, the clearly fantastic — as ways of reimagining place and identity. I have
understood that your focus lies closer to home when it comes to the speculative
mode. What would you say “speculative fiction” means to you, Lena?

Lena: When I began my PhD research, I did not think of speculative fiction
primarily in terms of distant planets, advanced technologies, or fantastical
monsters. Instead, it felt immediately connected to a mode of imagination that
is anchored in the present yet reaches toward the future: stories that take the
world as we know it and introduce a set of tweaks or disruptions that make us
see it differently. Whether this means projecting the climate crisis fifty years
ahead or altering a historical event with supernatural elements, I understood
speculative fiction as a way of asking “what if?” — a way of testing the boundaries
of our reality. What I have come to realize over these two years however, is that
speculation is not only a matter of defining a genre but a fundamental human
impulse, a cognitive strategy for approaching uncertainty. I now see speculation
as a practice that occupies the space between what is and what might be
otherwise: a structured imaginative experiment that exposes the present by
reframing it. I agree with Varis and colleagues (103) that instead of just a genre
of fiction, speculation is a “cognitive or artistic act” for approaching unknown
phenomena through a “strategic use of imagination.” This understanding has
shaped my project profoundly, pushing me to think not only about how
speculative fiction differs from science fiction, but also about how it functions
as a way of knowing: an epistemological tool for navigating the tensions, fears,
and potentials of our current moment. Have you found a useful differentiation
between these, and perhaps where fantasy finds its place in these discussions?

Marie: In a way, the question of definition and difference relates to the work I
have been doing this fall, starting to map out and gain insight into the wide field
of speculative fiction theory. In trying to understand both the creative interplay
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between fantastic genres and the age-old feuds between some of their
proponents, I have found Kathryn Hume’s view on fantasy and mimesis as
fundamental creative impulses in nearly all literature immensely helpful. She
explains (8) how a realist aesthetic ideal that can be traced back to Plato and
Aristotle lies behind the denunciation of fantasy as naive escapism. The same
logic underlies attempts to set up boundaries between “good” and “bad”
fantastic fiction based on how much they engage with reality. No wonder that
more recent theory, just as many works of fiction themselves, often tries to blur
rather than reinforce such boundaries. I still think it is worthwhile to ponder
the differences, especially since some interesting hybrid fiction makes a point
of using those differences as part of the narrative. Mats Soderlund’s young adult
trilogy The Descendants (Attlingarna, 2018-2020) springs to mind.

Maybe it could be useful to consider the “speculative” and “fantastic” as
modes that point in different directions? While the speculative points to the
here and now, interrogating it and extrapolating from it, perhaps the fantastic
points away, to something felt as a lack or a longing? Then again, these
directions are of course qualified by one another. But toying with this concept
of “pointing,” I think, works within both SF and fantasy, which could be placed
on both sides of that signpost. And importantly, most works we would deem
speculative or fantastic have both speculative and fantastic aspects.

Lena: Something that came to mind was that perhaps you could frame
Soderlund’s trilogy, and the other novels you are using, as “heuristic devices.”
According to Kraatila, these devices are models of reality that may help readers
navigate global crises (107). I also see how the fantasy you analyze can
encourage readers to see meaning as unstable, which makes these stories
excellent tools for inviting readers to conduct their own lines of inquiry into
Northern or Arctic futures. In that way, they are inherently playful in one way
or another, which is another aspect that Kraatila brings up in her work.

Marie: I definitely see relevant overlaps between these theoretical discussions
of fantasy and my primary sources. At the heart of several of them, no matter
how deceivingly simple their storytelling might seem at first glance
(Soderlund’s trilogy is a more complex exception), there seem to be underlying
ontological and epistemological questions. Kraatila shows how contemporary
fantasy, written by authors otherwise quite different from one another, can give
rise to “pragmatic questions of navigating our reality in a mindful, constructive,
and ethical manner” (122) by centering the world of the story rather than its
characters. I see similar tendencies in the Norrlandian YA fantastic, only here
these questions seem to concern both global and very local contexts. “World” is
both a place and the planet.

Lena: Going back to what you said and the speculative and fantastic, I agree
that the fantastic often gestures toward longing or absence, but I would hesitate
to say speculative fiction does not do the same. Speculation is often driven by
what we do not know but wish to understand — or by desires for futures that
differ from the present. In this project, I approach speculative fiction through
Marek Oziewicz’s broad, contemporary understanding of the term. Oziewicz
outlines three major historical meanings of speculative fiction, ranging from
Robert A. Heinlein’s narrow use of the term as a subgenre of SF to Margaret
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Atwood’s attempt to distinguish it from SF on the basis of plausibility. However,
it is the third and now most widely accepted definition (speculative fiction as a
“fuzzy set super category”) that best aligns with my research.

In this view, speculative fiction encompasses all forms of non-mimetic
narrative that deliberately depart from everyday consensus reality and operate
as modes of thought-experimentation. Rather than policing genre boundaries,
this framework recognizes the hybridity of contemporary texts and the ways
they combine elements of SF, fantasy, horror, Indigenous storytelling, and
climate fiction. For my study of Arctic literature, this inclusive definition is
essential. The texts I analyze, ranging from historical reimaginings such as Dan
Simmons’ The Terror (2007) to futurist climate narratives and Indigenous
speculative works, frequently blur genre lines to explore colonial histories,
ecological crisis, and more-than-human relations. Understanding speculative
fiction as an open, flexible mode allows me to situate these diverse narratives
within a shared imaginative practice. This practice uses the speculative to
interrogate the past, expose present crises, and envision Arctic futures beyond
dominant colonial and scientific imaginaries.

It is, then, a mode, a strategy, to speculate. It can be understood as a
powerful cognitive strategy for engaging with possibility under conditions of
uncertainty, such as the climate crisis. Unlike extrapolation (Roine 10), which
extends from known facts, speculation begins with a premise that requires an
imaginative leap — both into the unknown and the possible (10). Through
thought experiments, it explores how reality might be otherwise, helping us
question assumptions about what is natural, inevitable, or merely habitual. It is
this act of thinking otherwise that reveals something hidden, which Varis and
colleagues have also talked about (104). By offering critical distance and making
multiple futures imaginable, speculation exposes the limits of dominant
worldviews and opens space to rethink what counts as possible or impossible.
In this way, it becomes a crucial tool for navigating and interpreting the present.

Back to what I said about speculative fiction as this “super” category.
Does this apply to the literary fiction you look at?

Marie: I am familiar with the idea of the “fuzzy set” as theorized by Brian
Attebery in Strategies of Fantasy, and it seems like a promising approach to
genre — generous, yet attentive to differences. I think that is important, since in
my experience, those genre-coded (or genre-defying) differences are usually
meaningful. Most of the novels I analyze in my thesis are genre hybrids, or
genre literature significantly altered by setting. However, the fuzzy set model as
Attebery explains it, although lacking borders, still has a center. And I'm not so
sure that the literature I am working with does. Rather, the novels seem to be
connected to each other through a decentered web, with common nodes, so I
will need to theorize this further.

An idea I recently had, though, is to ponder whether the concept of the
fuzzy set could be paired up with Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope
in order to theorize place in a similar way. This theory centers on how time and
space are combined in highly concrete and generically distinct ways when it
comes to literature. When it comes to fantasy, there are often two separate
worlds connected by some kind of portal — either made concrete in the
narrative, such as C. S. Lewis’s wardrobe to Narnia, or omitted but implied,
such as in much epic fantasy, where the act of storytelling itself serves as portal
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for the reader. In these separate worlds, time often behaves differently, or
human life and actions, as chronologically meaningful structures, work
differently.

In literature about a certain place, such as Norrland or the Arctic, that
place is not just a mimetic representation, but a thematically meaningful space-
time cluster where ideas of human life and experience are given shape in ways
that are intimately connected to genre. Maybe a fuzzy set genre definition could
add something to this mix. It could be of use in thinking about how some
representations of a place become utterly iconic and central to how that place
will function as a chronotope from that point on, in other stories as well. Then,
perhaps, I could see the center of my fuzzy set as defined not by an iconic work,
but by a distinct chronotope.

Lena: How does that balance between the speculative, the fantastic, and the
realist look in the fiction you are working with?

Marie: Since I am particularly interested in the possibilities of the fantastic,
most of the works of fiction I analyze are clearly deviant from consensus reality,
with overtly supernatural phenomena or futuristic technology, but not all. Nils
Lundkvist’s dystopian series The Last Wilderness [Den sista vildmarken, 2023-
2025] is mainly realistic, set in a near future where Sweden has collapsed into
authoritarian rule. And Linda Jones’ novel They Take Everything from Me [De
tar allt ifran mig, 2023] only deviates from contemporary rural northern
Sweden in the existence of a hitherto undiscovered animal species. However,
they both have something strangely mystical about them, a sort of affective
quality that they share with the more clearly fantastical titles in my corpus. I
am not sure, but I think it might have to do with setting. “The North” and “the
wilderness” seem to invite speculation that touches on spiritual as well as more
concrete aspects of life. It is as if they, without ever being fantasy, generate the
kind of revitalizing Tolkienian wonder Attebery associates with fantasy in
particular (Strategies of Fantasy 16), which has the capacity to make us see the
familiar anew. I am curious to hear if this is something you have noticed in your
selected works of fiction. Does the North come with a sense of wonder, or
mystery, and if so, how is it tied to speculation?

Lena: The Arctic, like Norrland, is absolutely a heavily imagined place:
mapped, narrated, and mythologized in ways that make it particularly receptive
to speculation. Before answering your question directly, I want to reflect briefly
on a distinction that shapes my own work — the difference between the Arctic
and the North. The Arctic tends to be defined geographically and scientifically,
often framed through ecological breakdown and environmental trauma. The
Arctic is usually presented as “harsh, frightening and potentially deadly”
(Hansson and Norberg 8). The North, by contrast, is a broader, more flexible
category that includes the Arctic but extends into Subarctic regions such as
Northern Canada, Alaska, and Scandinavia. It functions as a conceptual and
cultural space, used for survival narratives, Indigenous futurisms, and stories
of social transformation.

To answer your question: yes, many of the works I study carry a sense of
wonder or mystery tied directly to the northern setting. Even realist or climate-
dystopian novels gain an uncanny, affective charge simply through the presence
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of extreme light, silence, remoteness, and deep-rooted Indigenous
epistemologies. Small deviations from the ordinary, shifts in weather, animal
behavior, dreams, take on heightened meaning in the North, creating a porous
boundary between the real and the speculative. This is why northern
environments in my corpus often act as speculative catalysts: they invite
readers to imagine futures, alternate relations, and forms of knowledge that
would feel less plausible elsewhere. I understand that you work with definitions
of Norrland and the North, but do you sometimes think about how the Arctic as
a concept and location is relevant to your project? What about the fact that parts
of Norrland are in the Arctic, for instance Kiruna — does this complicate your
discussions?

Marie: Not many of the books I have gathered so far tap into that special Arctic
discourse which you describe as dominated by scientific fact and problem-
oriented narrative, although many of them make use of the cold, remoteness,
and polar night and day to drive intrigue and set the tone. One example that
does go into Arctic specificity, however, is the aforementioned Séderlund’s
Atthngarna trilogy (2018-2020). Here, ecological breakdown is not only the
premise that contributes to the intrigue; it characterizes the very theme of the
series.

Interestingly, the tropes you mentioned of the North and Indigenous
knowledge promising salvation are very much present in Soderlund’s trilogy,
tied to both the fantastic and the more social realistic strings of narrative. The
story centers an alien species called Olus, who closely resemble the trolls of
Swedish folklore, as the would-be saviors of the world, true to a classic fantasy
narrative. Thus, they represent repressed and mythologized (Nordic)
knowledge, at last resurfacing to lead the way to a brighter future. However, in
the end this path turns out to be a dead end. The “heroes” do not actually
accomplish positive change but must flee the Earth. The protagonist learns
their species has been manipulated into believing themselves to be saviors,
while in fact being used by forces draining the Earth, escalating ecological
breakdown. Instead, the one character mainly responsible for positive change
is a regular Sami girl, fighting for environmental justice through civil
disobedience and protests, with pathos grounded in a Sdmi world view.

Thus, Soderlund makes use of speculative, fantastic, and realist modes
and genre conventions to pose ontological and epistemological questions. How
does what we think we know about the world and our place in it shape our
actions? Are there different ways of knowing that can help us act differently and
more sustainably? Have you found any similar tendencies to use the speculative
mode to interrogate world view, or vice versa, to crack open genre conventions
through alternate world views?

Lena: In the light of your reading, the way Soderlund uses the fantastic and the
realist to expose and interrogate worldviews seems like a powerful meta-
speculative strategy. To answer your question, yes, there are texts that have
Indigenous and postcolonial perspectives as their focus in my corpus as well,
particularly Camp Zero (2023) and The Marrow Thieves (2017) that I
mentioned previously.

The Marrow Thieves (more about the Canadian North than the Arctic)
rewrites conventional apocalyptic narratives in a way, by insisting that the
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catastrophe is not a future possibility but a past event. A character states that
the Indigenous world “already ended” with the arrival of the Zhaagnaash (the
Anishinaabemowin word for white people), reframing colonialism as the
original, ongoing apocalypse. The novel exposes the failures of Western
epistemology through its central conceit: the government’s extraction of dream-
rich marrow from Indigenous bodies. This disturbing speculative metaphor
reveals a logic of survival rooted in the same extractive, knowledge-hoarding
structures that fueled colonial violence. Against this, the protagonists rely on
an Anishinaabe worldview grounded in sharing, language, story, and
responsibility to the land. Dreams (and survival) persist through alternative
knowledge systems, not through domination.

Camp Zero similarly interrogates false salvation narratives by
presenting the Far North as a technologically engineered refuge financed by
elite, extractive capital. The promised sanctuary collapses under the weight of
the same Western logic; that is, technological escapism, capitalist control, and
the redesign and reconfiguration of the North through expansion rather than
care.

Now I want to circle back to our own positions living and working in
Umed. For me, moving to Northern Sweden and now working here, both
geographically and intellectually, has shaped how I think about speculative
fiction. Being here means constantly encountering narratives that imagine the
North as a refuge, a resource, or a site of ecological urgency. You were born and
raised in Northern Sweden, so your North is home; mine is a place I have
arrived to and am still learning. That difference keeps making me wonder: how
does growing up with northern ecological change compare to coming into it as
an outsider? And how do those different lived experiences influence the kinds
of breakdowns we recognize, worry about, or imagine in fiction?

Marie: Those are tough questions, and I think you are right: perspective in
many ways determines what you see and how you see it. I think one of the
reasons I became intrigued with stories of the fantastic Norrland in the first
place was the somewhat surreal experience of moving from a tiny village in the
northernmost part of the Bothnian Bay to the (in my naive eyes) big city of
Umea. For my part, I have witnessed first-hand the logic of centralization and
neo-liberal economy that drains small rural communities of people, resources,
and motivation, which is an important theme in Jones’ novel as well as in both
Mikael Niemi’s and Asa Rosén’s fantastical depictions of the Torne Valley. The
Tornedalian saying “ei se kannatte” (there’s no use) has an equivalent in my old
home village: “He’ int 16nt.” You say it with a sardonic smile, of course, but you
know there is truth to it. Real life happens elsewhere.

Moving to Umea was fulfilling that dream of “elsewhere” but also in a
way it was surrendering, giving up a kind of birthright. This dual movement of
longing and belonging is one of the defining traits of much Norrlandian
literature. Roots and routes, as Anders Ohman writes, referencing Susan
Stanford Friedman. But when it comes to ecological change, I think it is often
drawn into and made relatable through notions of social change. They are
always intertwined in the stories I am examining, and to me personally,
ecological change becomes perceptible when you no longer dare lie in the long
grass due to invasive ticks and your summer swims are ruined by algae. Of
course, Sami voices have long warned us that something is happening to the
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climate, but I think mainstream Swedish culture has been slow to pick this up.
You can still hear people saying it will be nice to have warmer weather.

I think it is also important to remember that for many Northern Swedes,
the Western logic of industry and the ecologically harmful extraction of natural
resources is a prerequisite for life. Kiruna, for example, exists because of the
mining industry, while that same industry devours the concrete basis of
existence: the ground itself. This makes the idea of re-evaluating worldviews in
response to the ecological crisis both precarious and urgent, and never simple.
This is something I think shows particularly well in speculative fiction from the
region. Tell me, as someone coming to the Swedish North from outside, what
do you see?

Lena: I love how you describe this movement between longing and belonging
— that tension between roots and routes. Coming to the Swedish North as
someone who was not raised here (not even in Sweden), I have realized how
much of “the North” is both real and imagined. Before I moved here, Umea
already existed in other people’s stories: Swedes telling me it was “crazy far
north”: a place of darkness, emptiness, and inconvenience, as if Norrland were
one undifferentiated landscape. What struck me is how persistent this
imaginary is — how Umea, Kiruna, Haparanda, Jokkmokk, Dorotea, and all the
others collapse into the same symbolic space in the southern imagination. But
living here reshapes that. Suddenly the supposedly “negative” things (cold,
snow, darkness) are accompanied by all the things outsiders do not think to
mention or know: the midnight sun, the long warm evenings, the clarity of the
air, the aurora borealis, winter days that sparkle, the abundance of berries in
the summer.

It seems like the imagined North and the lived North overlap but never
quite align — and of course, not every “North” is the same. All countries have a
geographical North, but what I mean here is the cultural and conceptual
Swedish North and the Nordic region: the sparsely populated, resource-rich,
historically marginalized areas often grouped under names like Norrland or the
Far North. In Sweden, the North is imagined through tropes of purity,
remoteness, and timelessness, often mirroring how the Arctic itself is framed in
global imaginaries.

Marie: Yet the histories are different.

Lena: Exactly. Where the Arctic is often portrayed as a site of exploration,
Norrland seems to be shaped by internal settler colonialism, resource
extraction, and longstanding interactions between settlers and Séami
communities. Those tensions haunt both the literature and the lived experience
of the region. Maybe that is what I see most clearly as someone who arrived
here: the friction between the North imagined from afar and the North
experienced by those who live in and with it. It is a tension that speculative
fiction often captures surprisingly well, perhaps because it understands the
North not as a blank space, but as a contested one.

Marie: I think so as well: speculative fiction always poises itself on the border
between the real and the imagined, right in the middle of that contest. I also
now started pondering the different potentials in “realist” versus “fantastic”
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speculative interrogations of this tension. What I have seen in the fiction I am
analyzing is that those leaning more towards the fantastic mode often draw the
plural mythic imaginations — in the folkloric, religious, and popular senses —
into concrete, iconic images, blending many meanings into one single form.
Those leaning more towards the realist mode tend to keep mythic imaginations
and lived experiences separated, but still co-existing. When they do collide,
such as in Linda Jones’ De tar allt ifran mig (2023), it produces something akin
to that feeling of hesitation between a realistic and fantastic interpretation that
Tzvetan Todorov writes about in The Fantastic (which is absolutely not the
defining quality of the genre of fantasy as we know it today in popular speech,
but definitely a unique meaning-generating effect of blending fantastic and
mimetic modes). Of course, it’s not an either/or kind of thing — oftentimes
authors make use of both strategies. This makes it even harder to theorize!

Then again, I have been reading fiction by authors who are either raised
in or currently living in Norrland, so lived experience is always present
alongside outsider imaginations. I have found that books written by authors
lacking lived experience tend to be less nuanced. You, too, have talked about
most stories about the Arctic being written by outsiders. What does that mean
for your work?

Lena: Yes, most of the works I read (and most that exist, I believe) are written
by outsiders: people who are not from the Arctic, and in many cases have never
even been there. This is not simply an aesthetic issue, but one tied to power,
history, and representation. The Arctic has long been an object of colonial
desire. For centuries, outsiders (whether explorers, scientists, states, or writers)
have framed the region as empty, silent, untouched, terra nullius, or as a
frontier to be claimed or conquered. Because of this history, when non-Arctic
authors imagine or depict the region today, they often (even unintentionally)
reproduce the same colonial gaze. This might matter less if Indigenous Arctic
peoples were not still fighting misrepresentation and erasure. Inuit, Sdmi, and
other Indigenous communities continue to face land dispossession, political
marginalization, and cultural stereotyping.

Marie: As I understand it, when a non-Arctic writer invents Arctic landscapes
or Arctic peoples, they risk overshadowing real communities or replacing
Indigenous knowledge systems with exoticized or inaccurate fantasies. In this
sense, representation becomes a form of power: stories can either challenge
colonial histories or quietly reinforce them.

Lena: Stereotypes about the Arctic are indeed extremely persistent. These can
include endless whiteness, danger, sublime landscapes, mystical Indigenous
characters, heroic suffering, and the North as the “last frontier” or the “final
refuge” when there is no other bearable place left. This last frontier aspect is
especially relevant in futuristic novels about the Arctic, such as Camp Zero
(2023). These tropes flatten the vast cultural, ecological, and political diversity
of the region, and because many readers outside the Arctic have no alternative
references, fiction becomes a de facto authority. This is becoming even more
relevant now, in times of growing geopolitical interest in the Arctic. The Arctic
is hyper-politicized: climate change, extraction, sovereignty, you name it. The
region’s future is debated globally, and narratives shape policy. A fictional
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Arctic is never just a setting, as it subtly influences how people think about real
issues such as melting sea ice, Indigenous sovereignty, relocation,
infrastructure, and climate refugees.

Marie: In other words, who gets to tell stories about the Arctic matters
profoundly.

Lena: Exactly. The Arctic is often imagined rather than experienced. Because
many non-Arctic authors have never been there, their depictions tend to be
filtered through expedition narratives, exploration myths, and media clichés.
Knowledge asymmetry makes misrepresentation more harmful. Yet, because
outsider narratives are themselves part of the problem, they must be studied.
The novels I read are not neutral representations, and they shape the Arctic
imaginary that circulates globally. If we want to understand how colonial
thinking persists today, we should analyze the stories produced by the cultures
that generated those worldviews. In short, we read them because they are
flawed. What are your thoughts on this?

Marie: I think you are absolutely right, and I can see how working with this
kind of literature must be like a perilous exploration in itself. What you said
raises for me the question of whether I should look into outsider stories about
Norrland alongside the insider ones. I will have to think more about that. What
I already know, however, is that the stories written by Norrlandian authors do
go into dialogue with those same exoticizing tropes and images that have been
attached to the region ever since Olaus Magnus (1490-1557) first described the
Far North to his European audiences. I think of this tradition as an ongoing
process of reiterating, renegotiating, and reimagining cultural identity. Irony
and shifting perspectives are often used to skew the image of place and people.
This makes me curious about whether stories about the Arctic you study, which
draw upon lived experience, do the same?

Lena: Yes, they do. Stories of the Arctic written from lived experience often
speak back to the exoticizing tropes outsiders have circulated for centuries. Like
the Norrlandian tradition you describe, many Arctic and Indigenous authors
work within an ongoing process of renegotiation: they reclaim landscapes that
have been imagined as empty, hostile, or mystical; they play with and subvert
the explorer gaze; they expose the absurdities of southern projections; they
recenter relational knowledge systems that were historically dismissed. What is
interesting is that this dialogue is often subtle. Inuit and Sami authors do not
simply reject the tropes, but rewire them. The cold is a teacher rather than a
threat, the supernatural is relational rather than exotic, the “remote wilderness”
is a lived, intimate homeland. In other words, insider stories understand the
trope from the inside out and reshape it on their own terms. So yes: just as
Norrlandian literature plays with its own mythologies, Arctic writing grounded
in lived experience actively intervenes in and complicates the cultural
imaginary inherited from outsider narratives. It becomes a form of aesthetic
sovereignty, but also of humor, critique, and world-making.

Marie: These strategies of rewiring — I love that expression, by the way — are
interestingly similar to the ones I have encountered. Strikingly often, the
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rewiring will happen over the course of action: a young protagonist will go from
perceiving the northern landscape as a threat to finding strength in it, from
alienation to alliance. This similarity says a great deal about what authors hope
that literature can do, and the world-making power it wields. I look forward to
hearing more about these stories about the Arctic North and the different
speculative strategies you find. Conversations like this remind me just how
much our understanding of literature is both deepened and complicated by
sharing and comparing our findings.

Lena: Indeed! Let the conversations drift — northward and elsewhere.
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Dispelling Fantasies pointedly delivers a creative and insightful template for
advancing works that challenge the concentric Western, Judeo-Christian
Eurocentric fantasy tradition. As the book’s subtitle declares, Sanchez-Taylor
analyzes how “Authors of Color Reimagine a Genre” by dispelling the restrictive
“Tolkienesque” model of the fantastic while folding the margins into the center
to upend the binary system of good/evil, light/darkness that deifies that default
white, Western, heterosexual subset of the genre. Quite clearly, Sanchez-Taylor
argues that “fantasy’s habits of whiteness are tied to a history of colonization
and Christian missionary practices” (4) — the invasive era and practices where
rhetorics of salvation connect Christianity with white supremacy and dark skin
with religious inferiority” (Sanchez-Taylor 116). It is the root of Western
rhetorical binary through which dark/black is depicted as evil and white as good
— an enduring stereotype that finds its way into fantasy. This morality logic of
Christian tenets which rationalizes depictions of “the dark fantastic or [dark]
fantasy worlds where dark and othered characters are automatically viewed as
evil and irredeemable” triggers authors of color’s critical counternarratives to
such Eurocentric fantasy narratives (4). At its core, Sanchez-Taylor’s book
reveals that the fantasy tradition has never been politically neutral. Rather, the
genre has historically encoded colonial hierarchies of race representations and
civilization within its narrative structures. Sanchez Taylor’s intervention,
therefore, lies in demonstrating and substantiating how authors of color
unsettle these inherited conventions and transform fantasy into a space for an
alternative model of fantasies hitherto confined to the margins.
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Sanchez-Taylor schematically employs four cardinal Christian ideals in
Western fantasy texts to foreground how non-Eurocentric fantasy narratives
disrupt the entrenched moral, racial, gendered, and sexual hierarchies that are
historically privileged within Western fantasy tradition. Each body chapter of
the book is built around the concepts of “virtue,” “envy,” “patriarchy,” and
“salvation”. Structured creatively, the four chapters are effectively synthesized
to describe the disruption of the genre’s canon by contemporary authors of
color. In Chapter One, Sanchez-Taylor identifies and revises the Eurocentric
virtuous hero tropes of the “messianic figure” (27) spectrum common in
Western epic fantasy tales. Using the works of N. K. Jemisin, Tomi Adeyemi,
Ken Liu, and other authors of color as the basis of their analysis, Sanchez-Taylor
identifies how these authors use non-Eurocentric cultural practices and beliefs
to revise the notion of the virtuous, self-sacrificing hero that seeks to restore
moral order found in characters like Aslan in C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia
series and Harry Potter in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series and a number of
others. (27). Works like Ken Liu’s Dandelion Dynasty series and Moniquill
Blackgoose’s To Shape a Dragon’s Breath, occupy the exemplary model for
articulating the interesting deviations from the “monocontinent” and
West/Other binary found in many Eurocentric epics. Similarly, Nghi Vo’s
Singing Hills Cycle disrupts Mendlesohn’s position on the concept of “club
story” while Samuel Delany’s Tales of Nevérijon series serves as “a
groundbreaking shift from the predominantly white, Eurocentric, heterosexual
norms of sword and sorcery ... to debunk the fantasy of the all-white, static,
Middle Ages” (44). All these examples serve to articulate the positionality of
Dispelling Fantasies as decolonial and revisionist through the diversification of
fantasy representations and the repositioning of the political and
epistemological foundations of the genre.

Throughout, Sanchez-Taylor aggregates the analyses of relevant texts by
fantasy authors of color, noting in each instance how they reimagine Western
fantasy tropes and, in doing so, challenge the hierarchical and binary thinking
of Western fantasy. This critical methodology continues in Chapter Two, which
disrupts the “Dark Lord” and related villain tropes of Western fantasy often
“typically modeled on fantasy works like The Lord of the Rings ... filtered
through a Christian lens and portrayed as a symbol of envy and unredeemable
evil” (52). It is also instrumental to the justification of slavery and, by extension,
the treatment of Indigenous cultural practices as “black magic” — a stereotype
associated with the significance of blood, “blood magic” and its purity.
Challenging the trope of “Black blood as contaminant”, Sanchez-Taylor
highlights the absurdity of the US racial classification system via the lenses of
works such as Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) and George S. Schuyler’s Black No
More: Being an Account of the Strange and Wonderful Workings of Science in
the Land of the Free, A.D. 1933—1940 (Sanchez-Taylor 57). In the same vein,
they portray how authors of color have incorporated the idea of “non-red blood
by linking it to the idea of blood as an excuse for humans to subjugate specific
groups” through works like Namina Forna’s Gilded Ones series and N. E.
Davenport’s The Blood Gift Duology (Sanchez-Taylor 58). Here, Sanchez-
Taylor’s choice of two authors of color as case studies to establish Black blood
as powerful and valued, rather than as a contaminating force within canonical
fantasy traditions, is both thoughtful and effective. However, a broader
engagement with additional authors of color could have provided a more

52  Fafnir — Nordic Journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy Research



Olawale Oladokun Review of Dispelling Fantasies

expansive treatment of blood magic tropes across non-Eurocentric fantasy
traditions. Such an expansion would have created a stronger transition into the
discussion of how Nnedi Okorafor and Kacen Callender draw on non-Western
belief systems to revise Eurocentric constructions of witches in the “Conjurers,
Witches, and Brujas” sub-topics. Nevertheless, the inclusion of a further
reading list featuring authors of color whose works reclaim the everyday magics
of non-Eurocentric cultures through imaginative worldbuilding partially
addresses this limitation. The only caveat of note even with this is that readers’
interpretations of the recommended texts may not always align with Sanchez-
Taylor’s critical position in this book.

As conventional as the legacy of the Inklings is, it is pertinent to note that
it typically relegates women in fantasy narratives to either the role of “the chaste
helper” or “the evil obstacle” and permanently confines gender non-conforming
peoples to the non-existent space or in some instances, frames them as
monstrous. This stereotyped legacy is what Dispelling Fantasies challenges in
the explorative arcs of Chapter Three which engage the polemic of “Patriarchy”
to reimagine gender roles in fantasy. Through a five-schema strategic
approach, Sanchez-Taylor calls for new ways of thinking about gender and
sexuality as modeled in works like Shelley Parker-Chan’s Radiant Emperor
Series and Vaishnavi Patel’s Kaikeyi: A Novel, both of which employ legends
about women to create compelling narratives that upset traditional gender
hierarchies. Similarly, works like Celu Amberstone’s “Guardians of the Bright
Isles” and Susan Palumbo’s “The Pull of the Herd”, reimagine the
civilized/primitive binary “through depictions of strong female characters who
reclaim magical inheritances ... to right historical injustices and to give power
back to women who have suffered from colonial, patriarchal rule of ‘civilized
societies’™ (94). Sanchez-Taylor’s aim here is that by depicting various levels of
estrangement in their writing, authors of color are working to break the “Dark
Other” from their bonds (114).

In the highpoint of Dispelling Fantasies, Sanchez-Taylor creatively
employs a paradoxical subject-predicate collocation in the second part of
Chapter Four’s title, “Salvation: Rescuing the Dark Other from the White
Savior.” This framing centralizes the exigency of dispelling the myth of
benevolence embedded in the White savior offer of salvation to the racialized
dark-skinned Other constructed as uncivilized. It also functions as a
counterpoint to the habit of savior, and as a counterpoint to the “habits of
whiteness” prevalent in Western fantasy story-telling, particularly in the works
of Tolkien, Lewis, and other Inklings. It is important to note, at this juncture,
that Sanchez-Taylor builds on Helen Young’s (2016) “habits of whiteness”
concept which offers an account of those specific features of race theory that
most profoundly influence the writings of foundational authors like Robert E.
Howard and J.R.R. Tolkien — philology, Anglo-Saxonism, evolution and
polygenesis — to effectively engage the “habits of whiteness” framing in
Dispelling Fantasies (Young 7—8). Self-consciously building on this and the
revolutionary work of Ebony Elizabeth, The Dark Fantastic, Sanchez-Taylor
provides a compelling diagnosis of how racial differences orchestrate the
prominence of white-washed fantasy genres in the twenty-first century and how
authors of color employ their works as reparative means of addressing the
damage wrought by the lack of diversity in the genre. The works discussed in
Chapter Four, thus, “serve as a counterbalance to the idea that white heroes are
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needed to save fantasy world from darkness” (116). In addition to changing the
perspective of fantasy narration to disrupt the white-savior tropes of Western
fantasy, Sanchez-Taylor analyzes the worldbuilding strategies that include
polytheistic religious structures, tropes of warring nations and political
intrigues to portray the effects of colonization as employed by authors of color
like C. L. Clark, Thea Guanzon, N. K. Jemisin, Aiden Thomas, and Joshua
Uchenna Omenga. This commitment to diagnosing the white-savior trope and
its ongoing efforts at dismantling it by authors of color formed the main arc of
this final chapter before the conclusion.

Despite its novel interventionist approach, the valuable precision of its
critical lens, and the clarity of its argument, Dispelling Fantasies has its
limitations, which are inevitable in a short book. Quite germane is the relatively
limited attention given to the industrial, economic, and material conditions of
fantasy authors of color around publishing ecosystems, market expectations,
transmedia adaptation, and fan reception. Given how much the fantasy genre
is shaped by its mass-market structure like blockbusters, YA franchises, screen
adaptations, licensing and so on, one might have hoped for deeper engagement
with how authors of color negotiate the demands of genre marketing, editorial
expectation, franchise economics, and reader-consumer culture. Although the
book touches on this, it lacks depth and comprehensiveness. The good thing is
that Sanchez-Taylor already includes the disclaimer on page 22 on some of the
limitations of this book and so, this is more of an emphasis than a major
deficiency.

Regardless of the above limitation, Dispelling Fantasies is a sharp, well-
argued, and substantial contribution to fantasy/SF studies, critical race
scholarship, postcolonial studies, Afrofuturism, and cultural and media studies.
Its clarity of analysis and readability make it accessible for undergraduate and
graduate classes, especially as a standard text for courses on contemporary
fantasy and decolonial literary studies. Most importantly, I find Sanchez-
Taylor’s central argument, methodological approach, and scholarly execution
of this book project persuasive and intellectually compelling. This is considered
so because Dispelling Fantasies is consistently grounded in close analyses of
relevant texts, interdisciplinary engagement, and sustained attention to
racialized colonial bias embedded within contemporary fantasy and speculative
fiction. Equally compelling is the book’s methodological approach in the way it
brings critical race theory, postcolonial studies, and fantasy criticism into
productive conversation to project not just how fantasy narratives reproduce
structures of exclusion, but also how they become sites of resistance and
decolonial reimagination. To do this effectively by balancing theoretical
nuances with clarity for a wide academic audience underscores a confirmation
of the author’s ethos and intellectual sophistication. Therefore, I stand in strong
agreement with the book’s overall critical orientation. It is a book that marks a
moment of recalibration in fantasy and speculative studies — one that signals a
paradigm shift from “who gets to write fantasy?” to “what kind of fantasy are
we writing, and on whose terms?” This project is therefore an invitation to
expand the genre’s horizons while challenging the existing defaults.

Biography: Olawale Oladokun is a Ph.D. student in the Comparative Studies
Program at Florida Atlantic University, whose work focuses on African literary
traditions, postcolonial theory, and cultural studies. His research interest is in
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how contemporary African and diasporic writers and musicians deploy
multimodal forms of creative texts to re-center historically conditioned
marginality in the wake of slavery, colonialism, and their afterlives — as sites of
critical resistance and creative agency. His current research examines African
and diasporic postcolonial melancholia — what he theorizes as “afro-
melancholia” — through Afrobeat and Afrobeats music in dialogue with African
and diasporic literary texts to redefine melancholia in the African and diasporic
context as a transformative, non-pathological process. This contributes to a
deeper understanding of the forms of subliminal control exercised by former
colonial powers through global cultural and economic systems, as well as the
resistant and creative responses these dynamics generate across Africa and the
diaspora. Email: ooladokun2023@fau.edu
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