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Abstract

This essay analyses how magic is presented and how the schools teaching it are structured in three
series of children's fantasy literature: J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone;
Tamora Pierce’s Lioness Quartet books; and The Earthsea Trilogy, by Ursula K. Le Guin. It focuses on
the boarding school story genre and uses Foucault’s view of institutions and discipline to analyse how
the child characters are taught, and what they are taught at the schools, as well how the books
themselves relate to these teachings and methods.

The analysis shows that magic is treated in a similar fashion in all series: that it is seen as just
another form of power, which is intrinsically neither good nor bad. Rather, that distinction lies in how it
is used. In all the books the schools teach the child characters similar values: duty, honesty, friendship
and courage are common themes, but above all the books stress responsibility, and the need to use
magic responsibly. Also, as is the norm in boarding school stories, the schools themselves are portrayed
in a positive manner, and the students submit to the institutions and their values. In all the series, the
children internalise the values of their schools, and pass it on to other students.

The essay explores whether or not the power of magic in the hands of children can upset the student-
teacher hierarchy, and comes to the conclusion that it does not in these novels. The schools teach magic
in such a way that they first teach their students basic, harmless magic, and by the time students learn
dangerous magic, they will have internalised much of the values of the institution. That this is
necessary to ensure the survival of the institution or the world itself, is shown by the threat that some

antagonists pose.

Keywords: children's literature, fantasy, Foucault, boarding school story, Harry Potter, Song of the

Lioness, Earthsea
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1. Introduction

Stories of the fantastic make up a significant part of children’s literature, historically as well as
contemporarily. The fantasy genre allows the writer and reader to imagine places far away, and include
fantastical elements as analogies to real struggles; it can grant a perspective on the real world, through
the use of allegory. This essay is concerned with those fantasy stories which take place quite close to
home, stories where the fantastic and the realistic seem to overlap. Boarding school stories withing the
fantasy genre are examples of this, where the fantastic elements of magic are placed within the
mundane institution of the school, because even within fantasy fiction, the hero must be taught their
skills. Therefore, important questions regarding didactics rise to the surface: who is teaching them, how
are they taught, and why? It is of special interest for this essay to pose these questions in connection to
the teaching of magic, as the volatile nature of magic ought to cause more to be at stake. After all,
students are not taught merely mathematics or English, but how to change the very face of reality. The
unpredictability of magic could upset the normal power relations between teacher and student.

It will be argued that in boarding school stories, one of the purposes of the children’s literature itself
and the contents of the fiction — the schooling of children — becomes blurred. Children’s literature has
an intrinsic didactic function to educate its readers. It is written by adults, for the reading of children,
and adults are the ones who decide what is “good” children’s literature. This assymetrical relation of
power between writer and reader is not as obvious in any other genre, yet an inescapable feature of
children’s literature. Therefore, it seems necessary to turn a critical eye to children’s literature, and ask:
what are they trying to teach our children?

This essay will examine the schooling of the characters in three different series of children’s fantasy
fiction: in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter-series, Tamora Pierce’s Lioness Quartet, and Ursula K. Le Guin
‘s Earthsea Quartet. The focus will mostly be on the boarding schools, their didactics, and what values
they teach.

Although the series differ quite a lot on a surface level, and the institutions employ different
methods, the analysis will argue that they teach the same core values to their students. The main
characters all accept and internalise the values of the institutions, and thus any risk that the hierarchy of
power between student and teacher could be disrupted is negated. Furthermore, as will be shown, the

texts themselves portray the schools and their teachings in a positive light.



Aim
The aim of this essay is to investigate how magic is treated in the different series, how it is taught, how

the schools are structured, and how the texts themselves relate to these teachings.

2. Background

First, children’s literature and its historical background is introduced, followed by a presentation on
children’s literature criticism, its history, and the theoretical framework which will be employed in this
essay. The focus will be on narratives, yet with an acknowledgement of the genre’s didactic function. In
order to analyse the schools, and their teaching, Michel Foucault’s view of disciplines and institutions
will be employed. Following this, an overview is given of boarding school stories and children’s

fantasy, the genres that the novels analysed in this essay are part of.

Children’s literature

Children’s literature, literature written with children as the intended audience, is a comparatively recent
phenomenon, only a few hundred years old. This is because the concept of childhood is a recent one,
and in order for there to be children’s literature, there must first be children. Zohar Shavit, drawing on
Philippe Aries” Centuries of Childhood, outlines the development of children’s literature, and states
that it was virtually unknown until the 18™ century, and that the industry of children’s books was not
established until the latter half of the 19" (Shavit 317). He argues that the most important reason for
this late development is “the total absence of the concepts of "child” and "children” as we perceive them
today” (317). Children were seen as little adults, wore the same clothes, and shared the adults” work,
games, stories, etc. The idea of childhood as a specific period of life did not yet exist, and therefore
children’s literature could not exist either (317-318).

From the 17" century onwards, adults started to view children as sources of amusement, and began
enjoying their beauty and charms. However, another view of children grew among extrafamilial
groups, such as the church, the moralists and the pedagogues (Shavit 320-321). As they accepted the
idea of the innocent child who is closer to God, they “felt responsible for the spiritual development of
the child” and saw the need to “[separate] children from the corrupt adult society” (320). Children, they
argued, were in need of education and discipline, and books were seen as the primary means to achieve
these pedagogical goals. As a result of this, books were written specifically with children in mind, with
the intent to educate them, rather than amuse them.

To exemplify this evolution, Shavit compares Perrault’s Little Red Riding Hood with the later one of
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the Brothers Grimm. Folk tales, while originally told by adults for adults, became relegated to children,
when the tastes of the literary elite changed, and they were seen as simplistic (Shavit 322). In Perrault’s
time, it was fashionable among the elite to write and read folk tales for each other, and as a result of
this, his tale is loaded with sexual innuendo which adults would understand, and features a tragic
ending. The Brothers Grimm's later version of the tale is simplified, removes the innuendo and features
a happy ending; Shavit claims that “the most salient differences between Perrault and the Brothers
Grimm lie in the tone of the texts, ironic versus naive, and in the ending, happy versus tragic” (328).
This, he argues, can be seen as the result of the historical evolution of perceptions of the child, that “the
"amusement” perception of the child was replaced in the Grimm Brothers” day by an "educational”
perspective” (326). While Perrault’s story is meant to amuse, the Grimm Brothers” has an explicitly
didactic function: in theirs, Red Riding Hood is told by her mother not to stray from the path, is
punished because she does, and learns her lesson at the end (331-332).

While what counts as “children’s literature” is a debate in itself, that discussion will be left out of
this essay. For the purposes of this essay, children’s literature is defined as literature which is written
and/or published with children as the intended audience. While it seems to be a straightforward
definition, it does hint at an interesting feature of children’s literature: that it is — with very few
exceptions — written by adults, for children, and that what qualifies as “good” children’s literature is
decided by adults rather than children.

Indeed, while children’s literature has been focused on producing good books for children, so too
has the criticism of children’s literature been focused on finding out which books are good for children.
Karin Lesnik-Oberstein argues that the field of criticism of children’s literature lacks a proper
formation, and that it is “unclear even within the field itself, and despite extensive debates on the issue,
what exactly constitutes an "academic” study of children’s literature” (Lesnik-Obestein 1). This lack of
cohesion within the field, however, has allowed different critics to apply and invent many different
methods of critiquing children’s literature, allowing for a breadth within the field. Yet despite this
breadth, Lesnik-Oberstein argues that the main goal of the criticism remains: the selection of good
books for children (4). She suggests that the problem critics find in previous criticism is that the wrong
books are chosen, for the wrong reasons, and that the goal of new theory is to show how the right books
can be chosen instead; that “the new theory is permitted to change everything about the criticism, at
least apparently, but the final goal of children’s literature criticism itself — knowing how to choose the

right book for the child — remains constant and unaffected” (5).



In her introduction, Lesnik-Oberestein argues against established critics, and how they contradict
their own views. While many other critics analyse books with a fictional child in mind, one that can be

found in the text, Lesnik-Oberestein argues against this notion, like Jaqueline Rose before her:

[The fictional child] represents the child, speaks to and for children, addresses them as a
group which is knowable and exists for the group, much as the book (so the claim runs)
exists for them. ... There is no child behind the category “children’s fiction”, other than the
one which the category itself sets in place, the one which it needs to believe is there for its

own purposes. (Rose 10)

Rose argues that the entire genre of children’s literature demands a child construct for whom the author
can write; or, as Lesnik-Oberstein puts it, a “definition of the child as "other” to [adults], and an
appropriation of that child for the sake not of the child, but of the adult who needs to see the child in
that way” (Lesnik-Oberstein 18).

The methodologies utilising a fictional child falls into this trap, as the critic creates a child which is
“real”, in contrast to the “constructed” children of fiction, except in this case it is the critics creating a
child for whom the book is good. That this child is maintained, Lesnik-Oberstein argues, is to keep a
link to the real world. Since children’s literature criticism has always had the goal of selecting the right
books for children, it has never severed its ties to the real child (19-20). Lesnik-Oberstein asks for an

abandonment of the fictional child, and analyses of narratives alone:

Rather, then, than each critic endlessly re-finding finally, through whatever route, a child
who can be known, and to whom their good can then be done, this volume will be
proposing that an analysis of narratives — critical or otherwise — and how these can be
understood to mean, in and of itself can contribute better to thinking through one’s actions

and meaning. (Lesnik-Oberstein 20)

Calling not for the finding of “good books” to recommend, to “end meaning by finally finding and
fixing the child” (20) Lesnik-Oberstein commends this uncertainty, and inability to know for certain
which books will be good for children. This presents children’s literature criticism with something of
an existential crisis, as it is forced to “grow up” and do what other literature criticism does, possibly
losing the very reason for its existence. At the same time, she argues that it is the only honest thing, as
it is impossible to find a child which can account for all children (19).

While not necessarily fully subscribing to the views of Lesnik-Oberstein, this essay will use much of



the methodology that she proposes, omitting any fictional child, and analysing the narratives.
However, even though the fictional child is discarded, the didactic circumstances of children’s fiction is
studied. Since the novels here are boarding school stories, the didactic function of the genre becomes
quite pronounced, due to the educational function of the school within the narrative. While the
characters in the fiction are being educated at school, so too are the children reading being educated
through their immersion in the story. While this approach might seem to cause the analysis to share that
one purpose of all children’s literature criticism — the selection of good books for children — that is not
quite true. Issues such as power and education are in no way unique to children’s literature, but they
become more loaded in connection to it.

Asking for a sophisticated criticism of children’s literature, Peter Hunt argues that critics cannot
dismiss children’s literature as being simple. While writing about “politics and ideology in children’s
books may seem to be creating a new hegemony to fill the vacuum left by the demise of the certainties
of traditional literary criticism” (Hunt 154), this is nevertheless important: “the child may be
innocent ... but if we, the adults, are to talk usefully about children’s literature, we cannot afford the
pretence that we are similarly innocent” (154). Children, he argues, do not have freedom of choice, but
“freedom to choose from what is there to be chosen”, and that “when a child comes to choose, her or
his capacity to choose will have been moulded already by the ideologies of her or his mentors” (143).

Hunt mainly proposes an analysis of the ideologies of critics, but such a view must be seen as too
narrow. While critics are important, it is not them who children will read; it is not enough to reveal the
“double-think which surround writing on children’s literature” (143), and disregarding the double-think
present in the literature itself. He himself argues that “to write is to have power; to read is to have only
the illusion of power” (151), calling attention to an important feature of children’s literature: that it is
written by adults, for children. In order to analyse the power relations present in the novels Foucault’s

theories will be employed.

Foucault and Disciplinary Institutions

French philosopher Michel Foucault wrote extensively on the topics of power, discipline and
disciplinary institutions. To discuss the teaching of values present in the schools, the view of Foucault
regarding disciplinary institutions will be employed. For Foucault, in Discipline and Punish, the birth

of the modern prison is a representation of the evolution of Western society:

Our society is one not of spectacle, but of surveillance ... it is not that the beautiful totality



of the individual is amputated, repressed, altered by our social order, it is rather that the
individual is carefully fabricated within it, according to a whole technique of force and

bodies. (Foucault 217)

Modern society is characterised by the omnipresence of disciplines, which conditions the bodies of its
people into bodies fit for society. While Foucault’s analysis is mainly concerned with prisons, he argues
that the same mechanisms hold true for all disciplinary institutions, such as schools and hospitals. For
Foucault, an important episode in the evolution of thought was Bentham’s proposed Panopticon: a
prison whose construction allowed for a single warden to observe all inmates, without the inmates

themselves knowing when they were being observed:

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things
that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its actions; that
the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that this
architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation
independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in

a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers. (Foucault 201)

The uncertainty for inmates causes them to assume that they are being observed, and therefore to police
their own behaviour; they internalise the values of the institution. According to Foucault, the
Panopticon can be seen a model of modern society, where discipline is ever-present and institutions

have a massive influence over people. As Foucault writes regarding the birth of the disciplines:

What was then being formed was a policy of coercions that act on the body, a calculated
manipulation of its elements, its gestures, its behaviour. The human body was entering a

machinery of power that explores it, breaks it down and rearranges it. (Foucault 138)

This ever-present system of discipline allows for the existence of modern society. It produces a nation
of docile bodies, which allows for a politics focused on the governance of the nation as a body in itself,
since it “increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these same
forces (in political terms of obedience)” (Foucault 138).

This seemingly ever-reaching view of power, Foucault claims, does not subvert individuality, but
rather the opposite, since “as power becomes more anonymous and more functional, those upon whom

it is exercised tend to be more strongly individualized,” and that “in a system of discipline, the child is
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more individualized than the adult, the patient more than the healthy man, the madman and the
delinquent more than the normal and the non-delinquent” (Foucault 193). The system will inevitably
produce those behaviours which it also punishes.

Children’s fiction is a genre through which adults individualise, but at the same time tries to define
the child; to create a fictional child which speaks for all children. This highlights the interesting feature
of the boarding school genre: that the function of the school in the fiction, and the function of the genre
itself is the same. This duality makes it important to not only analyse the institutions present in the
fiction, but also how the novels themselves relate to them; not merely the power relations in the fiction,

but the power relations present in the genre when read by children'.

Boarding School Stories

As all the novels to be analysed fall into the genre of boarding school stories — though Earthsea to a
lesser extent than the others — it is worth describing the genre. The boarding school story arose in
Britain, in the 19" century, when the institutions of public schools were very important. While the onset
of schooling for all children has decreased the importance of boarding schools, and the prevalence of
boarding school stories, this has not diminished the appeal for the idea of the boarding school and the
popularity of the genre (Manners Smith 69-70; 72).

Critic Karen Manners Smith writes that “almost all British school stories celebrate the culture of the
public schools and other boarding schools, and they usually share common themes related to the virtues
of chivalry, decency, honor, sportsmanship, and loyalty” (73). While friendship between students are a
key feature, so too are rivalries and competitions, often athletic ones, between different dormitories or
houses within the school. Furthermore, the books often “explore relationships between pupils and
schoolmasters or schoolmistresses” (73).

Manners Smith outlines the common features of boarding school stories, and how the Harry Potter
novels follow them. Traditionally, there is one main character and their best friend, who develop a
close, lasting friendship. Commonly, a third companion will join them as well, “corresponding to the
‘rule of three” policy that historically operated in many boarding schools” (74). Furthermore, a bully is
introduced — often an older pupil or teacher — to act as an antagonist, as well as a weakling pupil in
need of the main character’s protection. (Manners Smith 74-78)

Teachers and headmasters or -mistresses are often the only adults in the books, and while form

teachers “may range from the comic to the cruel, the obtuse to the malevolent” (Manners Smith 78),

1 For an alternate methodology, focusing on discourse and ideology, see Stephens (1992).
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headmasters are “with remarkably few exceptions ... [presented as] wise, fair-minded, and inspiring”

(78):

Within the hierarchical system of the public school, they are the final authorities, and, at
least in the fiction, they seldom abuse this role. Usually they are exemplars of goodness and

integrity, providing blueprints for the moral life. (Manners Smith 78).

Thus, while teachers may differ in character, the head representative of the school itself is always a
sympathetic character, “a molder of men” (Manners Smith 78). The headmaster or -mistress further use
their authority to ignore rules when they would seriously threaten the main character, enabling their
growth and heroism. This is necessary, because the main character will break school regulations,
together with their friends, since rule-breaking “demonstrates [the main character’s] normality: he
must, after all, be ‘one of the boys™ (79). However, the main character and their friends are not
pranksters, and “only breaches serious rules when it is necessary for safety or a greater good” (79). Yet,
while the headmaster or -mistress will step in to hinder any punishment for serious offences, the main
character will commonly be punished by teachers or prefects for breaking minor rules, which
“Iprovides] the security of behavior limitations” (80). This can be seen in connection to Foucault: the
school punishes the students, and molds them to fit the values of the institution.

While Manners Smith merely describes the genre, she does so from a narratological point of view.
English critic George Orwell analysed the politics and function of school stories, especially those in
boys” twopenny weeklies, “often inaccurately described as “penny dreadfuls™ (Orwell 64). He argues
that these school stories are mainly aimed at a readership who are unlikely to go to public schools
themselves, and that as such, ”the supposed "glamour” of public-school life is played for all it is worth”
(Orwell 70), in “a perfectly deliberate incitement to wealth-fantasy” (71). Since the type of education
one receives in England is mainly a matter of status, Orwell argues that that there are many “outside
that mystic world of quadrangles and house-colours, [who] yearn after it”, to whom “every detail of life
at a ‘posh” public school is wildly thrilling and romantic” (71). Since the stories are written for readers
unlikely to go to public schools themselves, they are fantastically unlike life at a real public school”
(Orwell 68).

Orwell’s main criticism of the stories, however, is directed at the politics of the works, which he
describes as conservative, but “in reality their basic political assumptions are two: nothing ever
changes, and foreigners are funny” (77). He stresses the need to critique these school stories, because

of their didactic function: many children read them at a young age, and through them unknowingly
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absorb a set of beliefs more at place in 1910, which would be regarded as hopelessly out of date in the
Central Office of the Conservative Party”, or as he puts it, because of who owns the papers: “the
illusions which their future employers think suitable for them” (91). Orwell here is concerned above all
with the function of school stories, and the effects they have on their readers.

Reading Orwell’s concerns together with Foucault’s theories of institutions, a complexity of the
genre makes itself visible: the school in the fiction has a didactic intent, as was mentioned above, and
educates the characters, while at the same time the readers, through their immersion in the characters,
are themselves educated. The function of the school story genre in the real world, and the function of
the school in the fiction, become one and the same; or, metaphorically, the novel is the fictional school.

Like Manners Smith, Orwell discusses narratological elements of the stories; his descriptions of the
stories differs from Manners Smith in some aspects, but it can be explained by Orwell analysing serial
stories in magazines, while Manners Smith mainly discusses novels. Thus, for the purposes of this
essay, Manners Smith’s model suffices.

While Manners Smith does discuss Harry Potter, she does so with a focus on the school story genre,
and how it adheres to it, mostly ignoring the fantasy aspect. Since magic, and its inclusion in children’s

literature is the topic of this essay, this fantasy aspect must be looked at more closely.

Children’s Fantasy
Fantasy makes up a large part of children’s literature; faery tales, The Jungle Book, Peter Pan, The
Brothers Lionheart, and many other stories from the canon of children’s literature can all be classified
as fantasy. Fantasy is an established and integral part of children’s literature. John Stephens claims that
this can be traced to the establishment of the novel as fine art, and that in the mid-twentieth century
realism had come to be synonymous with serious literature, and fantasy with non-serious and popular
literature. While children’s literature did not need to strive towards seriousness, many writers of fantasy
found themselves writing for children (Stephens 241-2).

While fantasy is prevalent in children’s literature, it is still a genre in and of itself, and it does differ
from realistic stories. Stephens argues that fantasy and realism are mainly modes of narration. He
claims that defenders of fantasy will typically argue that fantasy grants perspective and distance with

which to view the real world:

Fantasy gives pleasure and delight; it aspires to the realm of poetry and cultivates the

imagination; it renders experiences in sharp focus, untrammelled by the tangential



complexities of the real world, and thereby deepens understanding of the world; it enables
readers to experiment with ways of seeing, and so reveals how reality itself is a particular

social construct (Stephens 242)

Commenting partly on Le Guin’s The Tombs of Atuan, Stephens argues that “as far as fantasy writing
comments on contemporary social practice, it does so by indirections, parallels, figures, even allegory”,
while realistic texts are “more direct, but tend to situate commentary (or even didacticism) at the level
of events or existents” (256). Realist texts use techniques such as introspection or dialogue to deliver
commentary, while fantasy texts can feature explicit commentary by the narrator, “because its focus is
on existents separated from the actual world” (256).

Stephens argues that these are generalisations, and that realism and fantasy should be seen as points
on a continuum rather than isolated nodes. He summarises the difference between the genres as one of
mainly representation, that “fantasy is a metaphoric mode, whereas realism is a metonymic mode”
(287). While the two modes may deal with the same themes, they do so through different techniques,
with fantasy “[giving] the theme a more mythic dimension” (287).

Stephens explanation of fantasy can too be seen in relation to the didactic function of children’s
literature. Since fantasy is twice removed from reality, the author can be more overtly didactic in their

writing, and present an eternal reality, where things simply are.

3. Analysis
This analysis will focus on the nature of magic, how and where it is taught, and to whom it is taught, in
three series of children’s fantasy. The works analysed are the first Harry Potter novel, Harry Potter and
the Philosopher’s Stone, by J.K. Rowling (1997), the first novel in the Song of the Lioness Quartet,
Alanna: the First Adventure, by Tamora Pierce (1983), and the first three Earthsea novels, A Wizard of
Earthsea (1968), The Tombs of Atuan (1971), and The Farthest Shore (1972), by Ursula K. Le Guin.
The Harry Potter novels take place in contemporary Britain, although in the secret, parallel world of
wizards and witches, unknown to non-magicians, or “muggles”. The story is centred around the
namesake character, who, at the age of eleven, is informed that he is a wizard, and sent to Hogwart’s
School for Witchcraft and Wizardry, where he is educated in the magic arts. The general plot follows
very neatly the model given by Manners Smith. Only the first novel is analysed here, since the later
novels

The Song of the Lioness novels take place in a medieval fantasy setting, in the Kingdom of Tortall.
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They follow Alanna, a highborn girl who disguises herself as a boy in order to be eligible to receive
training as a knight at the royal palace. The first two novels of the series — Alanna: the First Adventure,
and In the Hand of the Goddess — chronicle her life in the palace, while the two latter novels chronicle
her adult life. Only the first novel is analysed in this essay, as it is very focused on the school and her
teaching, while the latter ones are more focused on her personal relationships and growth. While magic
is a minor element of the novels, it is nevertheless present, and Alanna’s ability to use magic and her
connection to the Goddess are important to her identity. The plots of the first two novels follow the
essentials of the plot outline set out by Manners Smith, although the focus on training to become a
knight, gives it a harsher, more militaristic tone than the light-hearted Harry Potter-novels.

The Earthsea novels take place in its namesake archipelago, in a medieval fantasy setting, although
one lacking the overt feudal element present in the Song of Lioness. The Earthsea novels are different
from the other series analysed in that they are not pure boarding school stories; however, they are
intensely concerned with magic and learning, its power and responsibility. The School on Roke, a
school for wizards is present and quite important, although it does not feature very openly. Since the
Earthsea novels are not as distinct school stories as the others, the first three novels of the series are
analysed, in order to provide enough material. At the centre of the series is the wizard Ged, also known
as Sparrowhawk. He is the viewpoint character in A Wizard of Earthsea, which tells the story of his
birth, his discovery of magic, how he is trained at the School on Roke and how there, in a terrible ritual,
he loosens a shadow-creature which he must hunt down and banish.

The Tombs of Atuan, the second novel, has the young girl Tenar as its viewpoint character. Young,
she is taken from her family and brought to the temples of Atuan, where she is trained to be Arha, the
Eaten One, the one priestess of the Nameless Ones, the ancient dark powers of the world. Eventually
she realises that she is trapped in the temple town, and lacks any real power. When she discovers Ged
creeping around in the dark labyrinths beneath the temples, there to rob the tombs of its treasure, she is
intrigued by the wizard, since magic is forbidden in Karego-At. She eventually helps him recover the
treasure of the tombs, and flees with him to Earthsea, giving up being Arha.

The Farthest Shore, the third novel, is told from the perspective of Lebannen, the prince of Enlad,
destined to be the long-awaited future king of Earthsea. He accompanies Ged, now Archmage of
Earthsea, on his quest to stop the necromancer Cob who, through his magic, has upset the Balance of
things, and threatens to condemn the world to oblivion. Together, they follow the necromancer into the

land of the dead, and manage to defeat him. Ged heals the wound draining life from world, but loses his
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power in the process.

Magic
Before being able to analyse how magic is taught and to whom, it is crucial to first describe how magic
is constructed and portrayed in the different works, and what similarities and differences there are.
Magic must follow some rules in fantasy, in order for the story to remain exciting. Wizards and witches
are never capable of doing whatever they like; while they have power, they are still mortal men and
women, not gods.

In the Harry Potter novels, magic is a trait that one is either born with or not. Unless one has been
born with the ability to do magic, one cannot learn it. However, if one is born with magic, it is
impossible to keep it from happening. Before Harry is aware of being a wizard, he does magic when

afraid, unaware of it:

Once, Aunt Petunia, tired of Harry coming back from the barber’s looking as though he
hadn’t been at all, had taken a pair of kitchen scissors and cut his hair so short he was
almost bald except for his fringe ... Dudley had laughed himself silly at Harry, who spent a
sleepless night imagining school the next day ... Next morning, however, he had got up to

find his hair exactly as it had been before Aunt Petunia had sheared it off. (Rowling 23).

Magic is instinctual, and therefore, all muggle children born with the ability to do magic are asked to
study at Hogwarts. Not only is magic a trait one is born with, but one’s lineage also seems to affect one
's potential for magic. When Hagrid reveals to Harry that he is a wizard, he adds “an” a thumpin” good
‘un, I'd say, once yeh've been trained up a bit. With a mum an” dad like yours, what else could yeh
be?” (42). Although Hagrid can be seen as speaking out of fondness for Harry's parents, Harry's later
great magic potential would seem to support the assumption that potential itself is in-born. However, as
the cases of Hermione and Neville demonstrates, this is not always the case.

The practical magics present are, among other things, shape-changing, both of oneself and of other
objects, the casting of curses, and charms for all kinds of situations: everything from levitating objects
to opening locks. Magic seems to function as an all-purpose tool for witches and wizards, and nearly
everything in their world is enchanted for its purpose. Characters in portraits move around, Hagrid is
fascinated by a parking meter, and flying broomsticks are used instead of combustible engines for
transport, to name just a few ways magic effects everyday life.

Furthermore, the wizarding world employs a wider definition of “magic”, than merely practical
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magic. It includes, among other things, potion-brewing, herbology, alchemy, and fortune-telling.
Professor Snape, who teaches Potions at Hogwarts, laments that “as there is little foolish wand-waving
here, many of you will hardly believe this is magic” (102). Thus, even if someone capable of using
magic is disallowed from using it, they can still function in the magic community, as is the case of
Hagrid, who was expelled from Hogwarts and now works as the gamekeeper, caring for magical beasts.

The magic community, however, is completely separated from the non-magic, or muggle,
community, and muggles are not allowed even theoretical knowledge of magic subjects, as the Ministry
of Magic does its best to keep the existence of witches and wizards secret. When Harry questions this,
Hagrid says that “blimey, Harry, everyone’d be wantin” magic solutions to their problems” (Rowling
50), arguing that it is for the best.

While magic is used for almost everything, there is also a cautionary note, in that magic can be
dangerous if used incorrectly. This can take the form of objects which might harm people, such as the
Mirror of Erised, which shows the reflected person’s innermost desire. Dumbledore warns Harry not to
visit it, explaining that “this mirror will give us neither knowledge or truth. Men have wasted away
before it, entranced by what they have seen, or been driven mad, not knowing if what it shows is real or
even possible” (157). Aside from dangerous items, “dark magic” is another recurring theme. It is magic
that is harmful and cruel, the most recurring dark wizard being the main villain Voldemort, who, with
his followers, waged war on wizard society, killing innocents and muggles without scrutiny.

The definition “dark magic” seems to be mainly an ideological distinction made by the characters in
the fiction. Professor McGonagall argues that the only reason Voldemort had powers that Dumbledore
did not was because he was “too — well — noble to use them” (14). At the same time, though, it seems to
be partly be inherent in some magic; the centaur Firenze explains that killing a unicorn is a terrible act,
since even though its blood will keep one alive, no matter the circumstances, one will have “slain
something pure and defenceless to save yourself and you will have but a half life, a cursed life, from
the moment the blood touches your lips” (188).

Like in Harry Potter, magic is an inborn trait in Tortall. It is a gift passed from parent to child, and
one which is granted by the gods. Interestingly, one is not born with the ability to use magic in general,
but with the ability to use only certain kinds of magic, and “people who tried to use magic the gods had
not given them often died in ugly ways” (Pierce 5). When Maude, the healing woman who has taught
Alanna and her twin brother Thom magic in secret, tries to see the future, Alanna is scared out of her

wits because she too sees a vision, even though she should not be able to. Her talent lies mainly in
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healing magic, and Maude warns her not to waste it, telling her to “heal all you can, or you’ll pay for it.
The gods mean for their gifts to be used” (Pierce 9).

Magic is closely connected to the gods, in Tortall. Alanna’s first great feat of magic consists of
healing prince Jonathan from the supernatural sweating fever that has struck the court. In order to do
so, she must call upon the Greater Powers — the gods — and in doing so, the Goddess enters her,
speaking in her head and giving her instructions. However, while more powerful acts of magic depend
upon summoning the gods, not all forms of magic do; when scrying, Maude offers a prayer to the
Goddess, but does not summon her.

Furthermore, like in Harry Potter, magic is not only used for good in Tortall; King Roald remarking
that “evil is often armed with sorcery” (97). Indeed, the main villain of the first two books is the
sorcerer Duke Roger, the King's brother, who uses his magic to try to kill the King, Queen and Prince,
so that he can claim the throne. He is the one who sends the sweating fever to the court, which kills its
victims and drains the power of the healers who try to fight it; Alanna only being able to save Prince
Jonathan because she had kept her gift of magic secret, and thus had not had her powers drained by the
fever.

Like in the other series, the ability to work magic is a trait one is born with in Earthsea. However, it

is quite different, since magic is above all else an intellectual pursuit, as Ged explains to Tenar:

To weave the magic of a thing, you see, one must find its true name out. ... there is great
power, and great peril, in a name. Once, at the beginning of time, when Segoy raised the
isles of Earthsea from the ocean deeps, all things bore their own true name. And all doing
of magic, all wizardry, hangs still upon the knowledge — the relearning, the remembering —
of that true and ancient language of the Making. There are spells to learn, of course, ways
to use the words; and one must know the consequences, too. But what a wizard spends his

life at is finding out the names of things (Le Guin 267)

Magic power lies in the knowledge of the true names of things; to know a thing’s true name in the Old
Speech, the language of shaping, is to hold power over that thing. This is true to the extent that the
people of Earthsea keep their true names secret from everyone but those closest to them. While Harry
and Alanna must train to become more skilled at doing magic, training is much more important in
Earthsea. The most powerful wizard is not the one with the most inherent potential, but the one who
knows the most true names and knows methods of finding out true names. This is exemplified in the

very beginning, when Ged wishes he could defend his village from Kargish raiders:
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He looked down at his thin arms, wet with cold fogdew, and raged at his weakness, for he
knew his strength. There was power in him, if he knew how to use it, and he sought among
all the spells he knew for some device that might give him and his companions an
advantage, or at least a change. But need alone is not enough to set power free: there must

be knowledge. (Le Guin 19)

In Earthsea, knowledge is power, literally. Even though one must be born with the trait, training,
studying, and the knowledge of the old speech are absolutely paramount, in order to use the magic one
has been born with. The difference between the mighty wizards of Roke and the lowly village witches
is therefore mainly one of education.

Like in the other series, there are dangerous forms of magic in Earthsea, which are not done.
Necromancy — the calling of spirits and the raising of the dead — is the most obvious example: in 4
Wizard of Earthsea, Ged is dared by his rival Jasper to call up a spirit from the dead. His spell backfires
on him, however, and a shadow creature steps out of the rift between worlds, seeking to kill Ged.
Archmage Nemmerle manages to save Ged, but at the cost of his own life. The novel chronicles Ged’s
quest to gain power over the shadow-creature and finally defeat it. In The Farthest Shore, the entire
world is threatened, due to the necromancy of the wizard Cob, who has found a way to cheat death and
live forever. However, his magic has opened a rift between the worlds and all life is being sucked out of
the world of the living. Only by following him into the land of the dead, and spending all of his magic,
is Ged, now Archmage, able to close the rift and save the world of the living.

In Earthsea, magic can never add or remove anything, only change it, and the working of magic in
one place has effect on other places: “Rain on Roke may be drouth [sic] in Osskil ...and a calm in the
East Reach may be storm and ruin in the West, unless you know what you are about” (Le Guin 57).
Magic is causally connected to the world around it, in what wizards call the Balance of forces, and
there lies great danger in upsetting this balance. Necromancy becomes especially nefarious, since it
seeks to bypass this causality, upsetting the balance between life and death. Explaining the danger in
wishing to avoid death and seek eternal life, Ged says that “to refuse death is to refuse life” (Le Guin

410):

“There is no end. The word must be heard in silence. There must be darkness to see the
stars. ... That self-hood, our torment and glory, our humanity, does not endure. It changes
and it goes, a wave on the sea. Would you have the sea grow still and the tides cease to save

one wave, to save yourself?” (Le Guin 410-11)
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The perils of using magic are strong, and with the great power that magic gives, there also follows the
need to use it responsibly. How this is achieved and taught will be returned to later. Earthsea
differentiates itself from the other novels, here, by implying that certain types of magic are inherently
bad, due to the metaphysics of magic. However, despite this, magic as a whole is treated the same in
the other novels; if anything, the metaphysics of magic only stress the need for responsibility more.
While different in details, all the novels treat magic in a similar way. In all series it is a trait one is
born with, but it is also a skill which must be honed. The Earthsea novels differ from the other series
because of its much greater focus on learning, but at the core it is the same. Furthermore, in all series,
magic is treated as a force which is neither good nor bad in itself. The protagonists use magic for good
means, and the villains use magic for evil means. Voldemort and his Death Eaters kill mugglers using
magic, Duke Roger tries to assassinate the royal family to gain the throne, and Cob threatens all of
existence due to his use of Pelnish necromancy. However, they are all thwarted by the protagonists’
good use of magic. Magic is but a form of power, and what matters is how, and for what purpose, it is

used.

Schools and their Teachings
While magic is treated very similarly in all series, the way it is taught differs between the novels. What
is interesting, however, is not only to look at how magic is taught, but at how the institutions of
learning are set up, and what values are taught there; in Foucault’s terms, what bodies are produced.
Magic is interesting, since the volatile nature of it could upset the ordinary relations of power
between student and teacher. The teaching of magic gives the students the ability to change the very
face of reality. Whether or not this actually happens will be examined here.
Furthermore, because of the didactic function of children’s literature, it is important also to analyse
how the novels themselves relate to these teachings, and what values the texts are espousing. The
analysis will be divided into separate sections for each series, but parallels will be drawn between them

during the ongoing analysis.

Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry

Hogwarts is a co-educational boarding school, open to all children capable of doing magic. It accepts
students born to both wizarding and muggle families, even though there is an institutionalised racism
towards muggle-born in house Slytherin. It is portrayed as a lovely place, a safe haven for students, and

Harry especially enjoys his new life at Hogwarts, since it gives him a new home, and plucks him away
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from his horrible life at the Dursleys. After but two months, “the castle felt more like home than Privet
Drive had ever done” (Rowling 126). It is a place where he fits in, finds friends, and is appreciated for
his skills and talents. Furthermore, since students are prohibited from using magic outside of Hogwarts,
Harry and other muggle-born are only part of the magical world while at Hogwarts.

The teaching at Hogwarts start with the students learning harmless magic, such as transforming
matches into needles and levitating feathers. The teaching starts at the basics, but some teachers
nevertheless take it seriously. Professor McGonagall, in her first lesson, informs her students that
“transfiguration is some of the most complex and dangerous magic you will learn at Hogwarts ...
anyone messing around in my class will leave and not come back™ (100), while Snape, the Potions
teacher, tells them: “I can teach you how to bottle fame, brew glory, even stopper death — if you aren’t
as big a bunch of dunderheads as I usually teach” (102). Despite these warnings, the students learn
simple, harmless magic in the first year, as is evidenced by their exams, where students are, among
other things, asked to make a pineapple tap-dance across a desk, turn a mouse into a snuff-box, and
brew a Forgetfulness Potion (191).

In the case of one subject, the ideological position of the school becomes quite clear: Defence
Against the Dark Arts. Since Hogwarts is positioned opposite Voldemort and his dark wizards, the dark
arts are not taught at Hogwarts, only how to defend oneself against them. Furthermore, the students
cannot gain access to information regarding the dark arts either, as any books available are kept in the
restricted area of the library, “only read by older students studying advanced Defence Against the Dark
Arts” (146). That this affects the students is shown when Harry laments that if Voldemort takes over, he
‘11 “flatten [Hogwarts] or turn it into a school for the Dark Arts” (196).

However, the most obvious factor in schooling the students at Hogwarts is not necessarily the
teachers, but the house system. Students at Hogwarts are sorted into four houses, a process that is done
on their first day of school. As Professor McGonagall explains, “the Sorting is a very important
ceremony because, while you are here, your house will be something like your family within Hogwarts.
You will have classes with the rest of your house, sleep in your house dormitory and spend free time in
your house common room” (Rowling 85). The houses are Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, Hufflepuff, and
Slytherin, and the sorting is done by the students putting on the magical Sorting Hat, which peers into

their minds and determines which house will be the best fit for them; as the Sorting Hat sings:

You might belong in Gryffindor, / Where dwells the brave at heart, / Their daring, nerve and
chivalry / Set Gryffindors apart; / You might belong in Hufflepuff, / Where they are just and
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loyal, / Those patient Hufflepuffs are true / And unafraid of toil; / Or yet in wise old
Ravenclaw, / if you've a ready mind, / Where those of wit and learning, / Will always find
their kind; / Or perhaps in Slytherin / You'll make your real friends, / Those cunning folk

use any means / To achieve their ends. (Rowling 88)

While the Hat listens to the wishes of Harry, in agreeing not to send him to Slytherin, it is still the Hat
which has the final word. Once sorted into a house, there does not seem to be any way to transfer to
another. This shows the power that the institution wields over the students; on their first day, the
students are sorted into a house — given a family for the next seven years, essentially — through a
process they do not understand. Furthermore, this exemplifies Foucault’s view that power becomes
more individualising, the more functional it becomes; while the division of students into houses might
seem like a collectivising effort, it is in fact individualising, as it sets students apart. Harry, rather than
being merely a Hogwarts student, becomes a Gryffindor, a label with assumed characteristics that he
can internalise, and that will differentiate him from other houses. Also significant is that there are only
four houses, whose characteristics are pre-determined.

Rivalry exists between the houses, enhanced by quidditch competitions, as well as the House Cup,
in which the house which has earned the most points — rewarded by teachers for proper actions, as well
as for winning quidditch matches, and taken away for rule-breaking — is celebrated at the end of the
year. Furthermore, the bullying in the novel is not done within houses, but between them; most
obviously by Malfoy, of Slytherin, who picks on Harry, Ron, and Neville, of Gryffindor, scheming to
get them in trouble. While fights between students are prohibited by school rules, the same is not true
for bullying. In fact, Professor Snape — the Head of Slytherin — is also guilty of this, harassing Harry
and Neville during a lesson in one breath, while commending Malfoy in the next (103). While Snape is
the only teacher to actively bully students in this way, he is never rebuked by other teachers.

As the Sorting Hat’s song makes clear, each house has certain qualities connected to them, which
the students are expected to uphold and internalise. To ensure this, among other things a system of
prefects is in place, in which older students look after the younger students. When a troll is loose in the
school at Hallowe’en, Percy Weasley, prefect of Gryffindor, steps up to take care of the first-years,
saying: “Stick together, first-years! No need to fear the troll if you follow my orders!” (128).

An example of students internalising these values is in the case of Neville, who is bullied by Malfoy,
which causes Neville to lament that “there’s no need telling me I'm not brave enough to be in

Gryffindor, Malfoy’s already done that” (160). Malfoy here turns the assumed characteristics of a
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Gryffindor against Neville, implying he’s unworthy of his House; it deeply affects Neville because he
has accepted how a proper Gryftindor should act, and finds himself lacking. Harry, Ron, and Hermione,
however, tell him to stand up to Malfoy, saying that “the Sorting Hat chose you for Gryffindor, didn’t
it?” (160). The students themselves are enforcing this adherence to the expectations placed on them by
the school.

Towards the very end of the novel, Neville has internalised these values and tries to stand up to
Harry, Ron, and Hermione when they sneak out in the middle of the night, saying that “Gryffindor will
be in even more trouble”, and that he “[doesn’t] think you should be breaking any more rules!” (198).
While he is unsuccessful in stopping them, he is nonetheless commended by Dumbledore, who says
that “there are all kinds of courage ... it takes a great deal of bravery to stand up to our enemies, but
just as much to stand up to our friends” (221). As Manners Smith argues, the Headmaster is always
seen as a representative of the school, so Dumbledore’s commending Neville actually means that the
school itself commends him for having internalised the values expected of a Gryffindor.

Neville is not the only character who expresses these views. Hermione and Ron both show this
towards the end, when they have to solve the puzzles that the teachers have laid, in order to reach the
Philosopher’s Stone. In one puzzle, they have to take the places of giant chess pieces and win a game
of chess in order to continue. In the game, however, captured pieces are smashed, so by taking the
place of pieces, they expose themselves to danger. Ron, who directs the game, allows himself to be
taken, claiming that “it’s the only way ... you've got to make some sacrifices” (204), showing
Gryffindor bravery. Later, after Hermione has solved a logic puzzle, Harry is about to leave her, to
confront (he thinks) Professor Snape on his own. Before he leaves, Hermione tells him that he is “a

great wizard” (208), and when Harry says that he is not as good as her, she rebuffs him:

“Me!” said Hermione. “Books! And cleverness! There are more important things —

friendship and bravery and — oh Harry — be careful!” (Rowling 208)

Hermione trivialises her talents, even though they allowed her to solve the puzzle, because they are not
talents that is promoted by House Gryffindor. Had she been in Ravenclaw, she would likely have held a
different view.

Sorting students into houses with pre-existing values, which they are supposed to emulate, is
perhaps the biggest way Hogwarts shapes its students, rather than through lessons. There is a sort of
panopticon society present at Hogwarts, upheld by teachers, adults, ghosts, prefects, House Points, and

group pressure; students become self-regulating and internalise the values of the school. Indeed,
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Hogwart’s structure as an institution is so established and ingrained in its occupants, that it is
impossible to say where it begins and ends. Because of this system, Hogwarts reliably produces bodies
who behave in certain ways, and the culture of the school and the Houses can be perpetuated through
the years. This also explains why it is common that children are sorted into the same Houses as their
parents or siblings, as is the case of Harry, Malfoy and Ron, among others.

While the school itself does not value any house over another, although individual teachers may;, it is
quite clear that the book does, portraying Gryftindor as the most desirable house and Slytherin as the
least desirable, Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff being largely invisible in the text. This is done in a number
of ways, mostly by associating the houses with agreeable or disagreeable characters.

The protagonists are all part of Gryffindor, and are shown as courageous, friendly, and open-minded;
they are not bullies, they look after poor Neville, Hermione is muggle-born, and they befriend the
strange Hagrid. Furthermore, as was shown above, it is by embodying Gryffindor ideals that the
characters are able to co-operate and reach Voldemort at the end. Slytherin, however, is personified
mainly in Malfoy and Professor Snape, both unpleasant characters. During their first meeting, Harry

takes an instant disliking to Malfoy, since Malfoy expresses racist ideas:

“I really don’t think they should let [muggle-born] in, do you? They re just not the same,
they’ve never been brought up to know our ways. Some of them have never even heard of
Hogwarts until they get the letter, imagine. I think they should keep it in the old wizarding
families.” (Rowling 61)

Besides being connected with pureblood racism, Slytherin is also connected to dark magic, Hagrid
commenting that “there’s not a single witch or wizard who went bad who wasn’t in Slytherin.
[Voldemort] was one” (61-62). Voldemort, the main antagonist of the series, having been in Slytherin
gives the house further negative connotations. This becomes even more striking since Dumbledore,
who is portrayed in a thoroughly positive light, described by Hagrid as “the greatest Headmaster
Hogwarts ever had” (48), and the only person “Voldemort ... was frightened of” (14), was in
Gryffindor. The contrast between the Houses and the desirability of Gryffindor is therefore
strengthened further, as Dumbledore becomes a symbol of both Gryffindor and Hogwarts as a whole.
Thus, the position of the book is clear. Through its didactics regarding magic, the school first
teaches the students innocent, harmless, magic, and emphasises the danger of it. Dark magic is locked
away in the restricted section of the library. This slow teaching is further upheld by the school, as

students at the end of the term are given notes “warning them not to use magic over the holiday” (222),
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a curious restriction, but one ensuring that students will not be taught in conflict with the curriculum in
their homes. More advanced and dangerous magic is held for later, and while this may be for didactic
reasons, it is at the same time a guarantee that students will have internalised the school’s ideology and
view of magic further by the time they are taught it.

However, this is what the school teaches in the fiction, and though this may also be internalised by
its reader, the main lesson the novel tries to teach its readers is that Gryffindor values — bravery,
friendship, and looking after the weak — are admirable and should be emulated. This is done in great

part by contrasting Gryffindor with the antagonists in Slytherin.

The Court of Tortall

Boys are brought to the court of Tortall to be trained as knights. Girls are not allowed to be trained as
knights, and Alanna must go to great pains to hide her gender. The students are trained to be soldiers
who will swear loyalty to their king, and fight for him. The school is harsh and militaristic, its teachers
unjust and demeaning, and there is an atmosphere of penalism at the school. It is a world “governed by
rules, with a rule to cover every situation” (Pierce 80). While Alanna befriends Prince Jonathan, and
becomes part of his close group of friends, this happens after the prince takes notice of Alanna fighting
an older student harassing her, telling her that she has “good taste in enemies” (Pierce 29).

Most of the “thinking arts”, as they are called, are taught by priests, and focused towards the
children becoming knights. The subject of history is taught as “the history of Tortall and the history of
warfare” (37), and in philosophy, a priest teaches them about duty. The workload is intense, and when
Alanna fails to complete all the extra assignments she is given, she is given yet more assignments as

punishment. The older student Gary instructs her on the reality of their situation:

“Ah,” Gary said dreamily. “’Free time.” I've heard about that. Don’t fool yourself, Fire-top.
What with extra hours of lessons for punishments, and the work you get every day, free
time is an illusion. It’s what you get when you die and the gods reward you for a life spent
working from dawn until midnight. We all face up to it sooner or later — the only real free
time you get here is what my honored sire chooses to give you, when he thinks you have

earned it.” (Pierce 35)

When complaining to her manservant Coram, an old soldier, he chides her, saying that “"Tis something
different ye're learning here. It’s called "discipline’. The world won’t always order itself the way ye

want. Ye have to learn discipline.” (42). Alanna, as the rest of the students, accepts her situation and
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works ceaselessly, quietly, night and day. Besides lessons, the students are also taught to submit to the
adults, by being given an adult to wait on during meals, having to take on the role of a servant. Fitting,
as a knight is seen as a servant of the King. Here is evident the “snob-appeal” which Orwell criticises;
while life as a page and squire are hard and demanding, they are also placed among the wealthy and
powerful, and can observe them, and understand how their lives as knights will be. Alanna is placed in
a submissive position to those with power, so that she may envy them.

This acceptance of receiving hardships in silence comes to trouble Alanna, however, when Ralon
bullies her. She refuses to say anything, and insists that she must face her problems alone: the code of
chivalry demands that she does not say anything, and that students do not report fights or bullying to
the teachers. This leads her into a situation where everyone — students and teachers alike — are aware of
what is going on, but the teachers cannot intervene because she has not reported Ralon. After Ralon has
broken her arm, and Duke Gareth tells her to come up with a better excuse than having fallen down,
Alanna tells him: “Well sir, you don’t believe me, and I know you don’t believe me, but pride is
satisfied all around, Your Grace” (Pierce 67). The bullying does not end until Alanna, after long
practise, defeats Ralon in a fight. The demands of the institution of silence, loyalty, obedience to one’s
elders, and a view that violence is the solution to all problems creates a culture which ensures that the
circle of violence cannot be broken. The application of power, as Foucault would put it, individualises
pages and squires, and creates a hierarchy, much based on force, which will be exploited by the
stronger. The code of chivalry inevitably causes the bullying which the school will also punish, so that
the other students may learn from it.

The text does problematise the situation, both by showing Alanna’s misery during the bullying, and
her guilty conscience after the fight, even though everyone, students as well as adults, is proud of her.
Rather than revelling in the violence, the novel questions it, with Jonathan telling Alanna that “A bully
fights people littler and weaker than he is, because he thinks it’s fun” (79). Hoping that Alanna has
learned not to act like Ralon, he asks her “what did you think studying to be a knight was all about?”
(79). Yet, this is an example of the institution at work, where prince Jonathan teaches Alanna the values
of the institution through the example of Ralon’s breaking of them. Thus, like Harry Potter, Alanna
insists that bullying is wrong, and that one should not attack the weak. However, like Harry Potter, it
places the blame on the perpetrators, and does not question the system which inevitably creates the
bullying, thus normalising it.

Furthermore, Alanna is punished by Duke Gareth for fighting another page. She knows that he is
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pleased that she did it, but “could never tell her so, because she had broken the rules, and ... had to take
her punishment without complaint, because she had known the rules when she broke them” (Pierce 80).

Alanna is not upset with Duke Gareth for punishing her:

Once you know the rules, she thought as she listened to the Duke with one ear, life is pretty
simple. I don't get mad at Duke Gareth because I know he has to obey the rules just as |
do, and I know he isn't truly angry with me anyway. Maybe our Code of Chivalry isn't such
a bad thing. (Pierce 81)

Having internalised the values of the school, Alanna prefers enduring Ralon’s bullying as well as Duke
Gareth’s punishment to breaking the code. At the court, honour is more important than justice, and no-
one truly questions this. Indeed, the text itself does neither. Unwavering acceptance of authority and
adherence to a harmful code of chivalry are portrayed in a positive light, and once Alanna accepts
them, she becomes happy and succeeds at what she is doing. Furthermore, this is an interesting
example of how the exercise of power has become part of the institution itself; neither Alanna nor Duke
Gareth believe that she has done something wrong, or that she deserves punishment, but exact and
accept the punishment nonetheless, because it is what is expected of them.

Violence is the bulk of the pages’ training, as they are taught wrestling, fencing, archery, and
horseback riding (for mounted combat). While the priests teaching the “thinking arts” are strict, the
teaching of the martial arts is downright abusive, as is most obvious in the case of Sklaw, their fencing

teacher:

“Hmph,” he snorted. “Not a promising one in the lot!” He pointed a thick finger at
Geoffrey. “You — you look like a dreamer to me. Blood makes you sick, eh? You'd rather
read than fight. Huh!” He eyed Douglass. “Aye, you like your food, don’t you? Hang
around the kitchens, I wager, begging from Cook.” He squinted at Alanna. “You? You're
not big enough for bird feed. You won’t be able even to lift a sword, let alone swing it.”

(Pierce 125)

Sklaw’s abuse continues unceasingly, with him singling out Alanna since she is the smallest, telling her
that she “did nothing right ... she was clumsy; she was lazy; she didn’t practice because where were
her muscles? She was a midget; she had been dropped on her head at birth; she would never be a full-
fledged knight, only a "Lord,” fit to do nothing but sit at home and write poetry” (Pierce 127). While

Alanna lashes out at Sklaw in frustration, neither she nor anyone or her fellow pages, ever question this
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treatment seriously, accepting it in silence. The purpose of the school is clearly shown in Sklaw’s
critique: it is a critique of the students” bodies. His task, as everyone else at court, is to mold the
students into bodies that will function as proper knights. The parallel to Snape is obvious, as both
teachers are unpleasant, but effective, the negative aspects of the institution personified so that it may
be reviled safely.

Alanna’s father despises magic, after it failed to save the life of his wife, and forbade his children
from learning it; the village wise woman Maude had to train them in secret. The King does not value
magic either, and when Alanna arrives at the court, it is not taught at the school. However, after Alanna
saves the life of prince Jonathan by using her healing magic to cure him of the sweating fever, the king

decides that magic shall be taught at the school:

“I have ignored this part of our heritage, too. Like your father, I thought our magic would
vanish if I ignored it.” The King shook his head. “A knight must develop a// his abilities, to
the fullest.” (Pierce 97)

Thus, while magic starts being taught to the pages at court, it is done with the intent that it will
strengthen them as knights. The King’s brother, the sorcerer Duke Roger — the main antagonist of the
novels — is brought in to teach the students. However, he teaches them basic magic, preferring theory
rather than practical magic. Like in Harry Potter, students are first taught basic, harmless magic. That
Duke Roger should do so is not surprising, as he is one of the main antagonist of the novel, as well as
jealous. Thom, Alanna’s twin brother, remarks in a letter that “he has a reputation for slowing down,
sometimes stopping the careers of young sorcerers who may turn out to be as good as he is” (Pierce
164). There is a parallel here to Harry Potter, where Defence Against the Dark Arts too is pointless,
since Professor Quirrell is a terrible teacher; it is understandable there too, however, as he is a servant
of Voldemort and has every reason to teach improperly.

While not much information is given explicitly on how magic is taught at court, it being a minor
feature of the novels, this lack of information is nevertheless telling. Since it does not stand out, it can
be assumed that the teaching of magic follows the same didactics as the other teaching.

Magic is also taught outside of the court, as well, though the information given on that is sparse, and
only given through glimpses of Thom's training. In Tortall, magic is closely connected to faith and
religion, and so is the teaching of magic. Therefore, rather than being sent to a wizard’s school, Thom
1s sent to a convent, where “the Daughters of the Goddess are the ones who train young boys in magic”

(Pierce 2), and being sent, when he is older, to a cloister of priests, who continue teaching him magic.
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Unlike Alanna, Thom is distrustful of the priests, pretending to be stupid in front of his teachers: “I
know a lot more than they think I know, and I practice at night, when the others are asleep” (Pierce
165). His mistrust of the priests and Duke Roger indicates that he is afraid of them slowing him down,
denying him power and knowledge. It is not surprising, as the culture of schooling, and the reputation
of Duke Roger, shows that adults in Tortall have a desire to control youngsters, to ensure that they
internalise the values they are taught.

Thom being trained by the Daughters of the Goddess further reveals that magic is available to both
men and women in Tortall. Thus, even though training to be a knight is only available to men, the same
is not true for magic. Like in Harry Potter, then, magic is practised and taught, regardless of gender; in
fact, the disdain of the King at the beginning, and that it is not taught at court, implies that it was not
deemed to be something fitting for a knight, a paragon of male virtue. Alanna herself hints at this, as
she admits that she hid the fact that she knew magic because she wanted to be a knight: “using my Gift
doesn’t seem fair, somehow. It’s as if I'm fighting dirty” (96). This shows the status of intellectualism
at the court; the students are meant to be knights, and they need only know things that will prepare
them for this. Intellectual pursuits are not valued in themselves, but only when they contribute to
producing proper soldiers.

While the school is harsh and penalistic, in its didactics very much the opposite of Hogwarts, the
novels adhere to the same genre conventions of the boarding school story. Alanna enjoys her new life,
and while she occasionally complains, she is happy, once she accepts and adheres to the culture of the
school. Although Sklaw is an unpleasant teacher, he nevertheless motivates Alanna to practise
ceaselessly, and she becomes very skilled at swordfighting, gaining extreme joy from this. The text
generally portrays the culture of the school as something positive, although the episode with bullying is
an exception, as the text there does show how the culture of the school puts Alanna in a terrible
situation. However, it does not condemn the culture of the school which creates bullying, only the act
of bullying. Neither does it question the ruthless production of bodies fit for soldiering.

While much of the values taught to the pages at the school — bravery, standing up for the weak, and
the importance of friendship — is reminiscent of the values of Gryffindor, the novels differ in how they
treat rule-breaking. While in Harry Potter, rule-breaking is treated quite nonchalantly as long as it is
for a good purpose, the opposite is true in Alanna, where rule-breaking is punished and the punishment
is accepted, despite the circumstances. Alanna stresses duty, chivalry and an unquestioning acceptance

of authority in a way that Harry Potter does not.
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The School on Roke, the Temples of Atuan, and other places in Earthsea
In contrast to the previously discussed novels, the Earthsea novels are not boarding school stories,
although they contain a boarding school for wizards, the School on Roke. Despite not being pure
boarding school stories, however, they are quite didactical, and discuss the proper use of magic, and
therefore relevant to compare to the other novels. This forces the analysis to be less focused on the
institution of the school itself, though, and more on the didactics of magic in general.

Ged, who is first introduced in A Wizard of Earthsea as a young boy, but grows up to become
Archmage of all of Earthsea, is taught magic not only on Roke. He is first taught to call animals by his
aunt, the village witch. Beside teaching him practical magic, she attempts to use her magic to bind him
to her service, but fails. When Ged becomes the apprentice of the wizard Ogion the Silent, there is a
stark contrast between the teachings of the nameless witch and his. While the witch “had a spell for
every circumstance, and was forever weaving charms” (Le Guin 17), she “knew nothing of the Balance
and the Pattern which the true wizard knows and serves, and which keep him from using his spells
unless real need demands” (16). Ogion, however, being trained at Roke, knows of these things, and
does not use magic unless it is necessary. He is silent, works no spells, and sleeps in the rain rather than
send the clouds away.

Remarking that Ged wishes to learn spells, Ogion remarks: “Wait. Manhood is patience. Mastery is
nine times patience ... To hear, one must be silent” (26). Ged, however, is young and impatient, hungry
for power, and Ogion agrees to have him sent to the School on Roke, where he is taught magic for

several years:

The School on Roke is where boys who show promise in sorcery are sent from all the Inner
Lands of Earthsea to learn the highest arts of magic. There they become proficient in the
various kinds of sorcery, learning names, and runes, and skills, and spells, and what should
and what should not be done, and why. And there, after long practice, and if hand and mind
and spirit all keep pace together, they may be named wizard, and receive the staff of power.

(Le Guin 314)

While there are sorcerers and witches on all isles of Earthsea, “true wizards are made only on Roke ...
so the School of Wizardry is a place held in reverence” (314). Here, the most promising boys — and
only boys, as women’s magic is looked down on in Earthsea — are trained to be wizards, a place where
“all was done ... as it had been done for many hundred years” (314). The masters at Roke share Ogion’s

philosophy, and while they do more practical magic, the students are only slowly introduced to more
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powerful spells. They are taught illusions, how to disguise a thing as something else, before they are
taught the spells of changing, which actually transform a thing into something else. It is
understandable: while illusions may be practical, they are ultimately harmless; however, truly changing

a thing can be perilous, as the Master Hand warns Ged:

To change this rock into a jewel, you must change its true name. And to do that, my son,
even to so small a scrap of the world, is to change the world. It can be done. ... But you
must not change one thing, one pebble, one grain of sand, until you know what good and

evil will follow on that act. (Le Guin 48)

Indeed, this wariness towards teaching the students powerful magic pervades all subjects; the Master
Summoner, while commending Ged that he can call the wind, and teaching him more advanced magic,
refuses to even talk of necromancy. Observing the balance of forces is of utmost importance, and magic
that might upset that balance is taught cautiously. In The Farthest Shore, when Ged himself has become

Archmage, he explains the need for responsibility to his young companion Arren:

“The first lesson on Roke, and the last, is Do what is needful. And no more!”
“The lessons in between, then, must consist in learning what is needful.”

“They do. One must consider the Balance.” (Le Guin 420)

Ged, in his adulthood, sounds like an echo of Ogion, his first teacher, showing that he has completely
accepted and internalised the values of Roke, and the school’s attitude towards magic. While the boy
Ged was impatient, and asked Ogion to be sent off to learn more practical magic, his experiences have
led him to the conclusion that his master was correct. The boy who broke the rules and practised
necromancy has grown up to become Archmage, the representative of the school he once rebelled
against. Ged stands as a monument to the success of the disciplines of Roke, in their ability to produce
desirable wizards.

Responsibility, and the knowledge of when it is the right time to use magic, are the most important
lessons taught on Roke. While Ged is still a student at Roke, the Master Summoner explains the need

for understanding the consequences of one’s actions:

“You thought, as a boy, that a mage is one who can do anything. So I thought, once. So did
we all. And the truth is that as a man’s real power grows and his knowledge widens, ever
the way he can follow grows narrower; until at last he chooses nothing, but does only and

wholly what he must do.” (Le Guin 73)
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Out of all this, there emerges a familiar strain: duty. The students are taught to only use their magic
when it is needful, and not for their own personal gain, as well as patience; or discipline, if you will.
Those students who lack these qualities do not become wizards; Jasper, Ged’s rival, who lacks them,
leaves the school, after having failed to prove himself worthy of being named a wizard of Roke. Thus,
despite the differences in methodology, much of the values — discipline, duty — that are taught to the
apprentice wizards at Roke, are the same values that are taught to the pages at the court of Tortall.
Indeed, the students at Roke are very much trained to become servants, just like Alanna is. Wizards are
servants, but they differ from village witches and minor sorcerers, because even though a wizard may
serve a lord or a village, they are above all servants of the Balance.

While the School on Roke, and the teachings of its masters, Ged, and Ogion are all treated by the
text as proper teachings — when Ged or Cob act selfishly and disregard the Balance, they threaten
themselves or the entire world — there is a contrasting education, which is portrayed negatively, in The
Tombs of Atuan. The novel is centred around the girl Tenar, who is taken from her home as a small
child, to the temple city of Atuan, where she is made Arha, the Eaten One, the one priestess of the
Nameless Ones. She is told that when Arha dies, her soul is reincarnated into a new body, and that she
is the same Arha as the one who has been priestess at the temple for all eternity. In order to become
Arha, everything about her personality is “eaten” - erased, forgotten and destroyed — and during her
initiation, she is metaphorically killed. As Arha, Tenar is subjected to intense indoctrination, in order to
make her accept her role as the Eaten One, the One Priestess, different from all other girls. This is
exemplified by an episode where she and another young girl had sat on the men’s wall. The other girl is

whipped, but Arha cannot be whipped. Rather, Kossil, High Priestess of the God-King, chides her:

“It is not fitting that you are seen climbing and running with other girls. You are Arha. ... It
is better that you do only what is needful for you to do. You are Arha. ... You are Arha.

There is nothing left. It was all eaten.” (Le Guin 192)

Tenar repeats the last words of Kossil, “as she had repeated them daily, all the days of her life since she
was six” (192). The temples of Atuan are very much the opposites of the School on Roke, at least on
the surface. Only women are allowed to become priestesses of the God-Kings, so only girls are
students, and beside eunuchs, only women are allowed on the temple hill. While the religions practised
in the Kargad Empire contain mysticism, there is no magic, as it is forbidden in Kargad. In the
archipelago, however, there does not seem to be any religion at all, but magic is everywhere. However,

Kossil’s words echo in Ged’s “do only what is needful for you to do”. This poses an interesting
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situation: the two institutions employ different methods and have different purposes, yet the same end
goal: to produce bodies which are patient and observe their duty.

What is objectionable about the training at the temples is not the end result, but how it is taught, and
why. The methods at the temple are much harsher, and the fate of Arha is a tragic one; Ged gladly
telling Tenar that “you were taught to be a slave, but you have broken free” (266). Furthermore, the
temples must stand in conflict with Roke, because Arha worships the Nameless Ones, the dark powers
who, Ged insists, humans should not consort with. Kossil, on the other hand, worships the God-King,
who even she knows is not divine, but disregards this, simply seizing all the power she can get. The
temples are anti-intellectual, in contrast to Roke’s intellectualism; thus, even though the same basic
values are taught to students at both the temple and the school on Roke, a difference can be upheld,
since the books denounce the disciplines of the temples. Learning selflessness, patience and duty are
not virtues in themselves, the books say, but only when it is done for a proper purpose. On the School
of Roke, it is done in order to uphold the Balance, but in the temples of Atuan, it is to uphold the
institution itself.

As was mentioned above, wizards are, essentially, servants of the Balance due to their training at
Roke. In this way, the purpose of the education in Alanna and Earthsea are similar, although the series
have opposing views on magic. In Alanna, the students are to become knights, and magic is only
trained in order strengthen that role. Earthsea, however, lacks the feudal element, and therefore there
are no knights in the archipelago. Wizards, however, have the same role in Earthsea as questing knights
do in Tortall; they travel from town to town, helping those in need and combating threats, while serving
a higher purpose. There is a difference though, in that wizards serve the Balance, while the knights of
Tortall serve their king. That is, the knights” function is to uphold the power relations and institutions
which train them, rather than reality itself. Thus, a more fitting parallel to the court of Tortall is rather
the temples of Atuan, than the School on Roke.

This is further shown in how knights and wizards differ because of how the novels value
intellectualism: Alanna is quite anti-intellectual, disregarding the “thinking arts”, and emphasising
martial arts; magic, because of how it is treated in the setting, falls somewhere in between the
categories. Because of this position, Alanna promotes continuous training, though not necessarily
education. Roke is the polar opposite, emphasising education and knowledge above all; practical
training is seen as less important than philosophy and theory. The same conflict that exists between the

School on Roke and the temples of Atuan exists between Roke and the court of Tortall as well.
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This intellectualism is important in relation to the nature of magic, since it affects the purposes of
the school on Roke, and makes Earthsea differ from the other novels. In Harry Potter and Alanna, the
notion of “dark magic” is an ideological construction made by the characters in the fiction. Therefore,
the education and values that the schools promote must be seen as ideological constructions as well.
However, in Earthsea, due to the metaphysics of magic, because affecting the world in one place will
have a counter-effect in another place, all magic is inherently dangerous. Some forms of magic, such as
necromancy, are especially so. Therefore, while the nature of magic does not necessarily affect the
teaching in Harry Potter and Alanna, it very much does so in Earthsea. Magic itself makes demands on
the nature of the teaching in a way that is much more apocalyptic that in the other series. In Harry
Potter and Alanna, the teaching ensures the survival of the institutions and societies of the settings; in

Earthsea, however, it must also ensure the survival of the world itself.

4. Summary & Conclusions

The aim of this essay was to investigate how magic is treated in three different series of children’s
fantasy: how it is taught, how the schools are structured, and how the texts themselves relate to these
teachings.

The analysis has shown that magic is treated like any other form of power in the novels: it is neither
good nor evil in itself, and the important distinction lies in how it is used. In Harry Potter and Alanna,
what qualifies as dark magic is an ideological distinction made by characters within the fiction, while
in Earthsea it is inherent in the metaphysics of some forms of magic, since they threaten reality itself.
As magic is similar in all works, it is also taught in similar fashions, although for different reasons; in
all works, students are first taught harmless, simple magic, rather than anything dangerous or powerful,
while dark magic is kept from the students. The boarding schools are, like Manners Smith describes,
confined worlds, in which the students are wholly subordinated to the values of the institution. As has
been shown in the analysis, these institutions exert their power over students and make them internalise
their teachings, as Foucault argues. While this is shown at greater lengths in Harry Potter and Alanna,
Ged too has embraced the teachings of Roke once he leaves there a wizard.

In all the series, the students are taught not only magic, but more obviously and importantly how to
relate to magic. Although the schools produce more or less the same values in all students — patience,
duty, courage, and friendship — they do differ from each other, as well. Alanna shows preference for an

acceptance of authority in a way that the other novels do not. Harry Potter is quite flippant, in fact, and
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distrusting towards teachers, insisting that is proper to break the rules if for a bigger purpose. Earthsea
positions itself between these two, in a way; while it is quite unconcerned with rule-breaking in
general, it is intensely concerned with rule-breaking with regards to magic.

All of this boils down to the common theme of responsibility. The institutions seek to mold their
students into responsible subjects, who accept and internalise the values that they are taught. Because
the students learn this, their new-found power is not used to threaten established society, even though
magic would give them such potential. Thus, by teaching students magic slowly, and emphasising the
need for responsibility, any threat to the order of things that students could have posed is disarmed.
That this is important in order to maintain society is clear, as is shown by the dangers posed by
Voldemort and Cob, after they reject the values of their institutions; there is a great fear of magic used
for the wrong means.

Furthermore, through their application of power, the institutions have disarmed any possible threat
to the student-teacher hierarchy. The institutions teach the students in such a fashion that they will not
pose a threat to the institution, even though the volatile nature of magic might have caused this to come
about. While teaching magic, rather than other subjects, ought to ensure that more is at stake, regarding
power relations, the novels show no trace of this at all. Any such risk has been nullified in the culture of
the school. As Manners Smith and Orwell argues, the novels revel in the culture of the boarding school,
institutions where any dissent will be countered. As has been shown, the schools individualise students
by placing them in different student houses, different forms, dividing them into pages and squires, and
so on. There is a significant system of disciplines in place to divide the students and ensure that they
internalise the values and police their own behaviour; that the functioning of institutional power is
independent of any teachers or guards. Thus, magic poses no threat.

While the essay is concerned mainly with an analysis of magic and how it is taught, the discussion
touches on a number of subjects that cannot, unfortunately, be given the space that they deserve. Most
important is the question of who is being taught; all novels are intensely concerned with the notion of
race — as magic is an inborn trait, they become so automatically — as well as gender. While these themes
are present in the novels analysed here, they become more pronounced in the later novels in each
series; Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets being very much about blood, in the series’

terminology, and Tehanu being almost entirely about gender.
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