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Twenty-first century “animal fantasies” often employ literary animal religions 
as a vehicle to transmit green ideologies. Yet, in conflating essentialist religious 
systems and the universally “natural”, such stories build static worlds based on 
dualistic natural/unnatural paradigms. In an ecocritical reading of  a selection 
of  contemporary British animal fantasies, this paper will argue that, despite 
deliberate efforts at political correctness in the green cause, most representations 
of  animal religion in twenty-first century British animal fantasies do little to 
help tackle the central ecological issues of  our time, or are even counter-produc-
tive to environmental literacy.

In den phantastischen Tiergeschichten des einundzwanzigsten Jahrhunderts 
werden häufig literarische Tierreligionen als Vehikel zur Vermittlung grü-
ner Ideologien genutzt. Durch die Verquickung von essentialistischen religiösen 
Systemen und dem universell „Natürlichen“ bauen solche Geschichten jedoch 
statische Welten auf, die auf  dualistischen natürlich/unnatürlich Paradigmen 
basieren. In einer ökokritischen Lektüre einer Auswahl zeitgenössischer briti-
scher phantastischer Tiergeschichten wird in diesem Beitrag argumentiert, dass 
die meisten Darstellungen von Tierreligion in entsprechenden Werken des 21. 
Jahrhunderts trotz bewusster Bemühungen um politische Korrektheit im Sinne 
der grünen Bewegung wenig dazu beitragen, die zentralen ökologischen Fragen 
unserer Zeit anzugehen, oder sogar kontraproduktiv für die Umweltkompetenz 
sind.

Introduction

The subgenre often referred to as “animal fantasy” is severely un-
derrepresented in fantastic literature scholarship, yet animal fanta-
sies offer an exceptionally rich field of  study. The umbrella term 
“animal fantasy” comprises both stories whose only major fantastic 
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element is the talking animal protagonists’ capacity to form hu-
man-like societies – a famous example is Richard Adams’s Watership 
Down (1972) – and genuinely fantastic stories such as David Clem-
ent-Davis’s The Sight (2001), in which somewhat superlupine wolves 
battle the undead. Both these types of  animal fantasy offer special 
opportunities for religious thought play that are of  interest for ec-
ocritical scholars in particular.

In representing animal rather than human societies, animal fan-
tasies construct communities discursively marked as “natural” (Ad-
ams 140), often in diametrical contrast to “unnatural” (73) humans 
or human-influenced animal communities that threaten them.1 
“The natural” is the arguably single most problematic concept in 
ecocritical scholarship. As famous voices in ecocritical theory point 
out, the concept has both a descriptive/physical and a deeply ideo-
logical dimension that regularly come into conflict (cf. Cronon 36, 
Morton 14, Soper 275). While, on the one hand, “nature” simply 
refers to “the phenomena of the physical world collectively” (OED 
“nature, n.”), the term also has a moral/ideological dimension once 
one talks about “the nature” of something or “natural” behaviour 
or qualities. As Cronon quite aptly summarizes, “one need not trav-
el a very great distance in speaking of ‘the nature of x’ to get from 
‘this is the way x really is’ to ‘this is the way x ought to be’” (36, 
original emphasis). As a result, “nature” can easily be harnessed as 
an unassailably essentialist “moral imperative” (Cronon 36) – and 
as such it can be blatantly misused.

In constructing the religious beliefs of  their nonhuman protag-
onists as “natural” along such morally absolute lines, animal fanta-
sies often create fictional religions the implied reader is implicitly 
urged to perceive not as culturally constructed, but as essentially 
predetermined with an unsurmountable moral authority. It is not 
without reason that William Cronon suggests that “Nature has be-
come a secular deity in this post-romantic age” (36). This serves to 
show one of  the unique opportunities a closer examination of  an-
imal fantasies can offer to ecocritical literary studies: in researching 

1	 Both quotations are taken from focalized thought and conversation of  the rabbit 
protagonists of  Richard Adams’s Watership Down when they define their own way of  
life against a warren that has adapted to a life subjected to human trapping.
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these representations, one can trace which religious structures are 
naturalized by the texts, and which natural structures in turn gain 
religious dimensions. The interplay of  the two, then, allows draw-
ing conclusions on the underlying ideological foundations regard-
ing the conflation of  religion and nature.

Focussing primarily on three animal fantasies – David Clem-
ent-Davies’s The Sight (2001), Tom Moorhouse’s The River Singers 
(2013), and Emma Cox’s Malkin Moonlight (2016) – this paper aims 
to show that twenty-first century British animal fantasy writing has 
seen a remarkable shift towards “nature religions” that frequently 
goes hand in glove with a heightened awareness of  conservation 
issues. Yet, as I will argue, these ostensibly ‘green’ literary animal 
religions come with distinctive problems. Instead of  embracing re-
ligious pluralism, they naturalize a single religious structure, often 
a morally absolute Gaian entity overseeing a fantastic world whose 
natural systems are far removed from the ecological reality they 
seek to represent. They also uphold the human/nature dualism ec-
ocritical theorists often argue to be the ideological root underlying 
the environmental crisis.2 In conflating conservative beliefs of  in-
tact ecological systems as static and the essentialist idea that there 
exists some form of  a universally “natural” state, these stories cre-
ate the impression that the only way out of  the ecological crisis is 
backwards, not forwards. Hence, this paper will argue that despite 
deliberate efforts at political correctness in the green cause, such 
representations reinforce a number of  discourses that are coun-
ter-productive in inducing the changes in humanity’s understanding 
of  their relation to nature the stories allegedly advocate for.

2	 See, for example, Haraway (11-12), Plumwood (2), or the famous 1967 article, Lynn 
White Jr.’s “The Historical Roots of  Our Ecologic Crisis” (1205).
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A Backwards Glance: Twentieth Century British Animal 
Fantasies

In order to outline the characteristics of twenty-first century British 
animal fantasy, it is necessary to briefly sketch the twentieth century 
tradition these stories build on.3 Twentieth century British animal 
fantasy writing is marked by two distinctive peaks, one at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century, the other from the 1970s to the 
1980s. At the turn of the twentieth century, fantastic talking animal 
stories such as, most famously, Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the 
Willows (1908) represent a natural world clearly cut off from the hu-
man world and governed by pantheism – a single, unquestioned re-
ligion real to the storyworld that would find its, in the depreciative 
words of a late twentieth-century scholar, most “turgid” (Hunt 99) 
expression in Pan, an emanation of animate nature who sparks a 
transcendental experience in Grahame’s animal protagonists (Gra-
hame 124-26). Tess Cosslett’s influential Talking Animals in British 
Children’s Fiction, 1786-1914 argues that there is environmental con-
cern in The Wind in the Willows (180), but I would contest that what 
she perceives as environmentalism is in fact concern for a con-
servative rural Britishness threatened by encroaching modernity. 
That it is so easy to conflate the two – it appears to come naturally, 
to deliberately use a highly provocative phrasing – is an issue that 
will remain of importance for this paper well beyond the twentieth 
century.

The second peak of  twentieth century British animal fantasy 
writing can, even without much over-simplification, be summarized 
as the wave of  imitative writings following Richard Adams’s 1972 
surprise bestseller Watership Down, a story of  a rabbit community 
driven from their home by humans.4 This general setting already 
serves to show one major difference to earlier British animal fan-

3	 For an overview of  the extensive pre-twentieth century history of  the genre, I would 
like to re-direct the reader to Tess Cosslett’s excellent monograph Talking Animals in 
British Children’s Fiction, 1786-1914.

4	 To name just a few, such writings include William Horwood’s fantasies The Wolves of  
Time (wolves) and Duncton Wood (moles), Gary Kilworth’s Hunter’s Moon (foxes) and 
Frost Dancers (hares), and numerous lesser-known works, e.g. Aaron Clement’s The 
Cold Moons (badgers) or Robin Hawdon’s A Rustle in the Grass (ants).
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tasies: not only Watership Down, but almost all stories following in 
its footsteps address environmental issues of  their time, such as 
habitat destruction or pollution. Most Watership Down-like animal 
fantasies create single species animal communities culturally sepa-
rated from other species communities and “naturally”/essentially 
separated from humans. Most, though not all also build religious 
frameworks for the animal communities, often blending noticeably 
Christian elements with other religious mythologies and drafting 
the result on natural entities. Watership Down may stand as an exam-
ple: the sun god Frith, the moon-related Black Rabbit of  Inlé and 
the mythical trickster-hero El-ahrairah are clearly recognizable as a 
god, a devil, and a saviour. Stories-inside-the-story retell a Genesis 
narrative, while the main plot provides the Exodus to follow (cf. 
Höing 38). In the Epilogue, the reader witnesses how these Exo-
dus elements are absorbed into the religious tales of  a new rabbit 
generation. Watership Down thus mainly narrates how a communi-
ty generates and culturally transmits its religious mythology. This 
pattern is retained by some derivative writings, while others rep-
resent animal religions as real to the storyworld and hence as the 
protagonist species’s “natural” faith, providing a moral imperative 
underscored by a single religious truth.5 This is a trend which, as the 
following sections of  this paper will argue, continues to gain pace 
in early twenty-first century animal fantasies, albeit now sharpened 
into a deification of  natural processes and entities reminiscent of  
the ones to govern earlier writings such as The Wind in the Willows.

The Freedom of Discarding one Religion for Another: David 
Clement-Davies’s The Sight (2001)

David Clement-Davies’s wolf  fantasy The Sight provides a virtual 
missing link between texts following the Watership Down-pattern 
and a new wave of  animal fantasies in the early twenty-first cen-
tury. The Sight includes both a Christianity-inspired religious my-

5	 For an in-depth analysis of  the representation of  religion in twentieth century British 
animal fantasies, see my monograph Reading Divine Nature: Religion and Nature in Eng-
lish Animal Stories (2017).
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thology and an environmentalist deification of  natural processes, 
setting the two on a deliberate collision course. Clement-Davies’s 
wolf  heroes believe in a theistic pantheon blending Nordic and 
Christian elements. For example, their Genesis tale narrates how 
the wolf  gods, Tor and Fenris, create first the world and then “the 
first wolf, to rule over the whole earth” (45), before they fashion 
a she-wolf  out of  his tooth to be his mate. It is certainly not by 
accident that The Sight adheres closely to both the Biblical story 
pattern and even to the Biblical wording: the wolves’ lupocentric 
religion stands for (anthropocentric) Christian beliefs. This be-
comes even more prominent in the mythological wolf  saviour, 
Sita, whose self-sacrifice the story’s heroine, the young she-wolf  
Larka, finds herself  predestined to emulate.

Quite paradoxically, Larka is both inescapably trapped in the 
saviour narrative – she will die, just as “the story” (484) demands 
– and rejects the entire religious system this narrative represents. 
Rebelling against her role, Larka (re-)discovers “the Sight” (15) 
that allows her to emphatically mind-link with other species. A 
wolf character describes the Sight as “the sense beyond sense, 
drawing its strength from the energy of all things” (15) – an in-
stinct-based super-power that once guided the wolves but is now 
lost, assumedly “because [the wolves] began to look to reason” 
(15). (One does not have to look far to find the moral impera-
tive the human addressee is to take home from this lupine les-
son.) Through her rediscovery of the Sight, Larka realises that 
the world her conspecies explain through theistic stories is really 
governed by a “living force of nature” (236), a Gaian spiritual 
power underlying the ecological networks of the entire biosphere. 
Theistic lupocentric faith and Larka’s new-found biocentric eco-
logical spiritualism prove mutually exclusive: Larka has to let go 
of the one in order to embrace the other, whose prophet she 
becomes. Towards the end of the story, Larka shares with the 
other wolves a vision showcasing the truth of her new religion. In 
melding her mind with a human child she realizes “that the … the 
stories of Tor and Fenris and Wolfbane had been a lie. And with 
that knowledge came a great surge of freedom” (476). The story 
contextualizes this revelation as the freedom of thought gained 
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through the emancipation from religious dogma sparked by the 
human Enlightenment which Larka can tap into through her con-
nection with the child (476-78). However, later she tones down 
on the radical humanism of this idea, acknowledging that people 
might need stories too (478). During her vision, she undertakes 
a (given the lupine in-text audience astoundingly anthropocen-
tric) fast-forward journey through human evolution, startling the 
wolves with the disclosure of the “great secret” that “[humans] 
are [animals] too” (374). Not surprisingly, her vision ends on the 
horrors of the looming environmental catastrophe – not in the 
medieval Transylvanian setting of The Sight, but in the world of 
the implied reader, who is quite openly the direct addressee of 
Larka’s vision. 

However, the ostensibly straightforward green message of  The 
Sight comes with considerable caveats. First, the story arguably 
becomes trapped in its own elaborate didacticism. The Sight delib-
erately narrates a pessimistic failure of  Larka’s attempt to convert 
her fellow wolves to the “one true religion” of  ecological panthe-
ism. After Larka’s death the wolves soon forget Larka’s vision and 
revert to their previous lupocentric dogma, “because the animals 
possess the gift of  memory but faintly” (493). The Sight makes 
undoubtedly clear that the didactic idea behind this is to leave 
responsibility for remembering with the human reader: “Man … 
has an understanding that the [non-human animals] in their pres-
ent shapes can only glimpse” (480), Larka muses, “he can learn 
and he can truly remember” (480). But this stark divide between 
‘the animal who remembers’ and all other species who don’t iron-
ically reinforces the very human/nature divide the story aims to 
break down, presenting humans as an ‘other’ to all other species 
in an ultimately decidedly anthropocentric either/or structure.

Second, from an ecocritical perspective, it is debatable in how 
far it is helpful to represent biological facts as a religion in or-
der to further environmental literacy. To return to the challenging 
conflicting dimensions of  the concept of  “nature” as outlined in 
the Introduction, rendering ecology as a religion represents bio-
logical phenomena of  the physical world not as such, but as moral 
imperatives. While emphasising the importance of  ecological net-
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works, this move simultaneously exposes biological processes to 
the numerous charges that can be laid at the doorstep of  dogma: 
the very charges that The Sight, channelled through its role model 
character Larka, forcefully brings against both Christianity, as the 
template for the wolves’ religion, and against modern humans’ 
gospel of  progress. Even the positive aspects the (decidedly hu-
manist) she-wolf  sees in the human “freedom” (481) of  thought, 
so The Sight suggests, will lead “to the death of  nature itself ” (478) 
if  humans don’t reconnect with their animal “instincts” (ibid.). 
Hence, there is a deep irony in the fact that The Sight positions 
itself  as deeply critical of  religious dogma, while constructing an 
equally dogmatic gospel of  ecology that, in its form of  promot-
ing a religious essential truth rather than scientific fact, is limited 
to the very parameters the narrative criticizes with regard to other 
religions. Ultimate “freedom” (481), it appears, is realized in The 
Sight through discarding one essentialist belief  for another, via an 
interim step of  humanist emancipation from the first belief. 

A Song of How Things Should Be: Tom Moorhouse’s The River 
Singers (2013) 

While The Sight may be considered an interim text that deliberate-
ly discards late twentieth century patterns in favour of  a “green” 
nature religion, Tom Moorhouse’s The River Singers can be firmly 
placed within a new twenty-first century animal fantasy tradition 
that fully embraces a deification of  natural processes and entities. 
The River Singers is a story of  river voles which are driven from 
their home by an invasive species. Humans are an invisible looming 
presence in the background as the implied reader would (probably) 
know that they are responsible for the introduction of  the mink 
that threatens the voles’ survival. While The River Singers acknowl-
edges religious plurality in suggesting that different animal species 
have different religions and need not come into conflict because of  
this (198-99), the voles as a species do have a single religion that 
comes “naturally” to them – a central term once again not only to 
an ecocritical discussion, but also to the text as such.

A Faith in Naturalization and Stasis
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The voles’ deity is the river itself. “Sinethis”, personified as fe-
male, “wonderful” (26) and “frightening” (26) at the same time, 
motherly and dangerous, emerges as an almost prototypical Gaia 
figure. Sinethis is real at least to the perception of  the main protag-
onist and central focalizer Sylvan, who talks to her and perceives 
her as answering him through the “song” (26) of  her waters. She 
personifies the voles’ instincts and drives, the natural challenges 
they suffer, and the protection offered by their habitat. Ecological 
balance becomes a covenant, a “promise” (67) between Sinethis 
and the voles. The River Singers hence creates a green vision of  a reli-
gious system: the voles perceive their habitat as their deity, and even, 
through the realization that “all waters [are] part of  [Sinethis]” (167), 
widen the river’s divinity to include virtually the entire biosphere.

Sinethis, however, is not only the hydrosphere deified, the narra-
tive also establishes her as a normative power who sets up a morally 
absolute border between, in the diction of  The River Singers, “natu-
ral” (212) and “unnatural” (28). Whenever the mink makes an ap-
pearance, it triggers a “dissonant strand” (26) or a “discord” (185) 
in the river’s communicating song. Repeatedly, the narrative sets out 
that there is a way “how things should be” (73, cf. 334), and that 
the American fur farm escapee, nasty, smelly, and simply “wrong” 
(27), is not part of  this “natural” state: an eerily direct rendering 
of  ecocritical scholar William Cronon’s worries that there is only a 
short distance to traverse between “speaking of  ‘the nature of  x’ 
… [and] ‘this is the way x ought to be’” (36, original emphasis). In 
The River Singers, there is no distance between the two whatsoever: 
the ideological imperative is, to employ Roland Barthes’s concept, 
“naturalize[d]” (Barthes 129) to the full.

One can easily see the environmental ideal underlying this nat-
uralization: aiming to raise awareness of  the fragility of  British riv-
er ecosystems, The River Singers translates Moorhouse’s ideal of  a 
functioning ecosystem into a moral imperative. Yet, ideal and re-
ality rarely concur. The “natural” state of  the river ecosystem in 
The River Singers is a romanticized vision: the narrative constructs 
a dualistically structured, static ecosystem. In its “natural” state, 
when everything is “as it should be” (Moorhouse 334), such a static 
system would eternally replicate the status quo before “the natural” 
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was brought out of  balance by the introduction of  “the unnatu-
ral”, in this story: the invasive species. This past state of  ecological 
harmony is forcefully visualised in the otter, a “natural” antithesis 
to the “unnatural” mink, which functions as a deus ex machina de-
vice. Appearing unexpectedly, it kills the mink, saving the overawed 
voles, before it disappears again: a vision of  the “natural” apex 
predator reinstating its allotted place in the ecosystem to virtually 
act as its policing force (cf. 152). The otter’s victory reinstates per-
fect harmony to the riverbank, and Sinethis’s song is in tune again.

That this easy solution vastly oversimplifies ecological networks 
is obvious, yet, from an ecocritical point of  view, two other factors 
that come together in the “otter-ex-machina” notion are even more 
problematic. First, this vision of  river ecology situates the “natural” 
state of  the ecosystem at an arbitrarily defined point in the past: 
before the human-induced near-extinction of  the otter and intro-
duction of  the mink – but after the equally human-induced intro-
duction of  brown rats to Britain in the eighteenth century (“Brown 
Rat”), as the vole’s rat companion is not branded as unnatural.6 The 
story implies that the ecosystem needs to return to this arbitrarily 
defined point in order to reclaim its “natural” state. Second, it is 
significant that the narrative sets out this “natural” state as static – 
this state alone is “how things should be” (73). Actual ecosystems 
are never static: they are constantly and necessarily changing, adapt-
ing and evolving. The idealized ecosystem in The River Singers only 
allows these most basic biological processes to partake in its very 
narrowly defined parameters of  “the natural”. In a nutshell, not 
only does the moral/ideology dimension of  “nature” overpower 
the material one in such a literary construction, such a past-direct-
ed, static vision of  the ideal ecosystem also reinforces the perhaps 
most powerful misconception of  ecology there is in the public im-
agination: the belief  that ecological systems are inherently conserv-
ative.7 The River Singers is, thus, arguably another story that, like The 

6	 The novel doesn’t point out if  Fodur is a black rat or a brown rat. As the latter species 
is nowadays the common rat species in Britain, and the black rat is exceedingly rare, 
one can assume the character to be a brown rat. Even if  he is not, however: the black 
rat, too, is not “native” to Britain, but was likewise introduced by human ships 2000 
years ago (“Black Rat”).

7	 For further reading on this belief, see Garrard 63; Cronon 24.
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Sight, ambitiously aims to transmit a “green” message, but transmits 
a very mixed message instead.

Gaia’s Chosen: Emma Cox’s Malkin Moonlight (2016)

My final example is Emma Cox’s Malkin Moonlight, winner of  the 
National Literacy Trust New Children’s Author prize (2015). The 
basic setup of  animal religion in Cox’s cat fantasy is quite similar to 
The River Singers, suggesting that there might be a wider trend in the 
representation of  animal religion in early twenty-first century Brit-
ish animal fantasies. The cats’ deity is a personified moon, a female, 
motherly, Gaian figure, whose power controls the hero Malkin’s 
“sixth [sense]” (4-5), a form of  animal instinct of  semi-magical 
proportions. The moon’s power is real to the story world: Malkin 
converses with her several times, and is even physically marked by 
her as her chosen. This nature religion, accordingly, is set out as an 
essential given to Malkin’s feline existence rather than as a cultural 
construction.

As is the case in The River Singers, the moon in Malkin Moonlight 
serves as the cornerstone for a dualistic system following a natu-
ral/unnatural paradigm. When Malkin, as the moon’s chosen, feels 
the “moon pull” (1) to help other (nonhuman) animals, his “sixth” 
sense only calls him to intervene in “unnatural” happenings. Such 
are invariably of  human origin, e.g. a bird entangled in fishing line, 
a vole caught in a discarded bottle, cats trapped on a poisonous 
dumpsite, or invasive species. Once again, it is the mink who stands 
out as the epitome of  the unnatural: its wrongness in the river’s 
animal community is rather disconcertingly represented through its 
broken English (47), aligning being foreign with notions of  be-
ing “unnatural”. In the exact opposite of  Moorhouse’s romantic 
vision of  the returned otter as a knight in lush fur who defeats the 
villain, the reader learns of  Cox’s mink that it has eaten the king- 
fisher (47): the “unnatural foreigner” drives the “natural” endan-
gered species towards extinction. Though less explicitly than The 
River Singers, Malkin Moonlight also sets out clear parameters regard-
ing how things “should” be.
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Malkin Moonlight, too, closely interlinks conservation and con-
servatism. This claim might need some further explanation: Malk-
in’s instinct, after all, explicitly tells him that “change is right” (82). 
However, change appears in different hues in the story, and there 
too is a borderline between natural/right changes and unnatural/
wrong ones. Changes represented as right/natural are either cy-
clical changes (e.g. seasons, tides), or standard life changes. In the 
case of  Malkin’s “change” dilemma, he has to face the change of  
growing up, while his love interest, Roux, has to realize that she 
needs to leave her old life behind in order to become Malkin’s wife 
and to be mother to his children – motherhood turns out to be 
her “pull” (253). These are highly conservative changes, not the 
evolving, adaptive changes of  a living ecosystem. The moon, as a 
“natural” law-giving force hence provides essentialist baselines of  
what is “natural” and what is not, both in terms of  the ecosystem 
and in terms of  life choices. Both these baselines are, once again, 
backwards-directed: the river was still in its natural state when the 
invasive American mink did not yet hunt on its banks, but the icon-
ic native species, the kingfisher, was not yet endangered. On similar 
lines, the social structure of  the cat community returns to its ideal 
state when the two estranged groups are re-united as they once 
were, and all possible felines are coupled off  in accordance with a 
heteronormative ideological framework (and proper marriage cere- 
monies conducted by the moon herself). The nature religion of  the 
story, accordingly, becomes a carrier motif  for conservative val-
ues, on which the story grafts some basics of  environmentally-con-
scious behaviour.

As is the case in David Clement-Davies’s The Sight, the obvious 
“green” didacticism of  the story is in parts self-defeatist. First, the 
simple, child-friendly make-up of  the story might leave the reader 
with the impression that tiny changes in lifestyle (such as ceasing to 
throw away plastic bottles into the river) will solve major environ-
mental problems. But not even this, the story implies, is everybody’s 
responsibility. There are those who are chosen, like Malkin, those 
who are, to use the story’s own words, “special” (231): they, and 
only they, feel the “pull” (232) of  the moon and the concomitant 
urge to do something about (minor) environmental issues. Those 

A Faith in Naturalization and Stasis



30 Anja Höing

who do not feel the pull apparently simply do not feel it, and even 
though they might admire cats “gifted by the moon” (218), it is 
not their responsibility to take action and emulate these cats. This 
severely limits Malkin’s function as a role model, even more so be-
cause a diametrical border – more absolute even than the one in The 
Sight – cuts off  humans from all other animals. They alone are not 
part of  the linguistic and, in some aspects, also cultural community 
shared by all other animal species in the novel, and Malkin never 
feels the pull to help humans. They appear to stand outside the 
natural world governed by the moon and her pull; if  its otherwise 
universal rules apply to them remains unresolved. Even though 
they are not represented as altogether evil in the narrative, they are 
obviously outsiders – naturally so, to use the disputed term to its 
full ideological power. Human exceptionalism, as Donna Haraway 
sets out, “is the premise that humanity alone is not a spatial and 
temporal web of  interspecies dependencies. Thus, to be human is 
to be on the opposite side of  the Great Divide from all the others” 
(11). Haraway’s definition appears to be purpose-written for the 
representation of  humans in Malkin Moonlight, and a reader who 
takes this ideology to heart might conclude that however righteous 
the moon’s instinct-mediated lessons to Malkin are: they do not 
concern them.

Conclusion

Of  course, such a brief  glance at three stories is hardly sufficient to 
draw overarching conclusions about an entire genre. Nonetheless, 
my readings allow to at least suggest certain trends. Most central-
ly, I would posit that British animal fantasies show a heightened 
awareness for, and willingness to engage with environmental is-
sues, but in engaging with these issues, they fall back on a number 
of  problematic preconceptions. These preconceptions, discarded 
by ecology as a science for almost a century now, show an almost 
uncanny resilience in public discourses and popular cultural (mis-)
representations of  ecosystems (Garrard 64). Most centrally, the 
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problem is a long-standing myth that can hardly be phrased more 
aptly than Colleen D. Clements has done:

The myth … that, once a delicate balance has been achieved [in an eco-
system] … what we will have is a harmonious, benign bit of complex ma-
chinery recalling that awesome construction, the “Clockwork Universe”, 
in which everything has its appointed place and from which, for all prac-
tical purposes, change has been eliminated. (Clements 136)

This myth is still as fallacious – and as popular – as it was when 
Clements pinpointed its existence in 1973. Nonetheless, as Steve 
Mentz has called to attention, “our shared cultural narratives of  
sustainability” still are heavily reliant on “a fantasy about stasis” 
(586). Animal fantasies add a new layer to this deeply problematic 
issue in translating this myth of  the ecological “Clockwork Uni-
verse” (Clements 136) into a Gaian nature religion, in which a di-
vine natural entity presides over ecological stasis, lending dogmatic 
dimensions to the (culturally constructed) natural/unnatural para-
digm feeding into this myth. 

In conflating essentialist religious systems (and, in the case of 
Malkin Moonlight, even conservative community structures) and the 
idea of the universally “natural”, animal fantasies following this 
pattern create the impression that the only way out of the ecologi-
cal crisis is backwards, not forwards: the ideal state of an ecosystem 
they envision is situated in a past that can never be recovered and 
simply re-implemented in the future (even less so as this past is 
often pastorally idealized) – that is, if children do not take from the 
stories the human exceptionalist message that they stand outside 
“nature” anyway. Hence, these representations of nature religions 
– however well-meaning they might be – do little to help tackle the 
central ecological issues of our time: to the contrary, they might 
even reinforce the very cultural myths that stop us from meaning-
fully engaging with the challenges of the twenty-first century.
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