2020 2022

Disability as Theology in Victorian Children®s Literature

Disability as Theology in Victorian Children®s Literature

PAZDZIORA, John Patrick

1,700,000

19

19

i The project_examined how portrayals of disabled and chronically ill bodies
function as a form of theological discourse in nineteenth-century British children’ s literature. It

employed the concept of critical religion to examine the way key Victorian writers for children
developed literary portrayals of disability to interrogate their religious beliefs and conventional
moralities. It sought to show how fairy tales and fantasy allowed Victorian authors to present their
child readers with imagined worlds in which disabled bodies were empowered rather than

marginalised. The results of the study were disseminated through journal articles, public
presentations, and an edited volume.
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1. WH7ERRAR YD &
This project examined theological reflections inherent in nineteenth-century literary portrayals of
disabled bodies. As such, it was necessarily interdisciplinary, approaching the discourse of critical
religion and disability studies through the interpretive strategies of literary criticism. The focus of
the project was children’s literature, particularly stories in the fantastic mode. The strong
pedagogical nature of these works gives them particular value as representative texts both for the
foundational values of Victorian society and for the active subversion of those values. It considered
writers whose religious and theological interests intersected with their literary attempts to portray
disability: Dinah Mulock Craik (1826-1887), George MacDonald (1824-1905), Robert Louis
Stevenson (1850-1894), Andrew Lang (1844-1912), and Lenora Blanche Lang (1851-1933). The
key questions of this project were: (1) How did Protestant theology positively and negatively
influence the way Victorian writers portrayed disability in children’s literature? (2) To what extent
did Victorian writers use the fantastic mode to reimagine the social roles of disabled and
chronically ill bodies? Its underlying premise was that writing disability for children is itself a

religious practice to which theology must adapt and respond (cf. Jasper 2007, p. 29).

2. WHEOHERY
The project had two objectives. First, it sought to demonstrate the way portrayals of disabled

bodies are used as a form of theological discourse in Victorian children’s literature. Rather than
beginning from doctrines and practices already accepted by theologians and writing in response,
these texts and authors begin from a place of questioning, uncertainty, and agnosticism. This
project argued that children’s literature texts are not merely reflections on theology but are active
contributions to theology in their own right. Second, this project began to theologically
reconceptualize the fantastic mode in literature as empowering for disabled and chronically ill
bodies. In fantasy and fairy tale, illness and impairment can become explicitly allied with the
spiritual or otherworldly, no longer disabled by social convention or prejudice. This project sought
to show how the fantastic mode allowed Victorian authors to present their child readers with
imagined worlds in which ill and disabled bodies were empowered rather than marginalized.

3. WHEDTE

The methodology of the project was interdisciplinary, combining close reading with the theoretical
framework of critical religion. William Harmon (2006) defines close reading as ‘the painstaking
analysis of the meanings, relationships, and ambiguities of the words, images, and other small units
that make up a literary work’ (p. 208). As David Greenham (2019) has noted, ‘persistent interest
in language’s potential for multiple meanings’ (vii-viii) allows close reading to serve as ‘a
grounding practice for [---] rich and often politically and ethically charged criticism’ (vii). These
potentials were reified by the concept of critical religion. As an analytical framework, critical
religion is a recent innovation in theological discourse which can be loosely described as the study
of ‘what we think about when we think about religion’ (cf. Kannan). It seeks to engage with
interstices where easy binary of ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ fail to apply, asking ‘where, in any given

context, does religion begin, end, or transgress into other areas?” (‘What is Critical Religion?’).



4. BFFERCR

(1) Journal articles. The main research output of this project was a series of peer-reviewed articles
published in leading international journals. Each article considered a different aspect of the
project’s theme and developed a theoretical grounding for the close readings of texts under study.
Each of the main authors studied by this project was the focus of an article, with additional pieces
addressing theoretical and pedagogical questions. Two of the articles were co-authored with
colleagues in the USA and Japan (currently in production). After publication, the articles received

favourable commentary and feedback from international experts in the field.

(2) Public presentations. In addition to the formal academic articles, the research results were
disseminated through several presentations, several of which were open to the public. As such, the
presentations were somewhat wider in focus, addressing important theoretical questions of the
project in a more accessible style. There was little substantial overlap with the articles. Venues
included seminars and academic conferences. Pandemic restrictions meant most of these were
delivered online rather than in person. However, this afforded them wider reach, as the project
leader was able to address multiple international audiences. Videos of three of the presentations

were subsequently posted on the project leader’s website for general viewing.

(3) Edited volume. The flagship achievement of the project was the publication of an edited
volume as part of the Occasional Papers series from Scottish Literature International press. This
interdisciplinary collection comprises fifteen new essays by leading Scottish literature and theology
scholars from the UK, Europe, and the USA. The project leader was sole editor of the volume and

contributed a chapter and a scholarly introduction.

(4) Unexpected developments and next steps. There were two key shifts of emphasis during the
project. First was the recognition of Oscar Wilde and J. M. Barrie as more important authors for
the study than the Langs; the publications reflect this shift. Second was a theoretical shift away
from a medical model to a social model of disability, with a consequent influence of crip/queer
theory on the research. The social model provided both a more fruitful ground for political and
ethical criticism and a more revealing dialogue with the theological questions posed by depictions
of illness and impairment in literature. As for next steps, the project culminated in the preparation
and submission of proposal for a monograph derived from the results of this research. Additionally,
the project leader is collaborating with a colleague in the USA on a new critical edition of George

MacDonald’s short fiction. Work on the edition is ongoing and will be completed in 2024.
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