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In recent years the Chronicles of Narnia, C. S. Lewis’s beloved 
children’s series, have come under attack for their alleged 

sexism and racism, and indeed for the very Christian faith to 
which the stories analogically witness. The most famous of these 
attacks is Philip Pullman’s essay “The Dark Side of Narnia,”1 
accompanied by his own counterseries 
entitled His Dark Materials.2 Such criti-
cisms amount to little more than tossing 
pebbles at a fortress, at least as far as 
the books’ popularity goes. The cult of 
Lewis, iconic as the ultimate convert 
from atheism, continues unabated, and 
the Chronicles remain beloved even by 
those who explicitly reject the faith that 
gave rise to them.3

Christian commentators have 
offered their own nuanced critiques of 
Lewis’s imaginative world, acknowl-
edging his historical context and limita-
tions while offering counterpoints from 
within his own writings to address his 
weaknesses. I would like to contribute 
to that effort here by examining the 
fifth of the seven Chronicles, The Horse 
and His Boy (hereafter HHB), with a 
missional lens.4 By missional I mean 
paying explicit attention to the assumed 
or asserted relationship between faith 
and culture. Though the movement of 
the Gospel through cultures is intrinsic 
to the Gospel itself (Matt. 28:19), as wit-
nessed especially in the Book of Acts and 
Paul’s sojourns among the Gentiles, this 
process has rarely been acknowledged, 
much less given a central role, in the theological task. Without 
self-conscious reflection on the challenges of cross-cultural proc-
lamation, many historic Christian mission efforts have taken a 
tacitly imperial approach to culture. But mission is not imperial 
in and of itself. Lewis’s HHB is a perfect example of the dangers 
of an unacknowledged theology of culture; at the same time, it 
exhibits certain insights toward its own self-correction.

An Outlier in the Chronicles

HHB stands apart from the other six Chronicles in a number of 
ways. It is the only story-within-a-story: the plot unfolds within 
the reign of the four Pevensie children, a period that otherwise 
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receives only a brief description at the end of the first book, The 
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. Though these four children, now 
on the brink of adulthood with many years’ experience as kings 
and queens behind them, come from our world into Narnia, they 
are not the protagonists in HHB. Children of our world star in 

every other one of the Chronicles, but 
the heroes of HHB are Shasta, a poor 
white-skinned boy growing up among 
the dark-skinned Calormenes to the 
south of Narnia, and Aravis, a genuine 
Calormene girl of noble descent, along 
with the two Narnian horses that find 
them, Bree and Hwin.

Furthermore, almost all the action 
of HHB takes place outside of Narnia. 
This is not utterly unprecedented. The 
same is the case in The Voyage of the 
Dawn Treader and The Silver Chair, but in 
those two volumes the inhabitants of the 
other lands are by and large not human, 
and the few humans in them are white 
and mostly Narnia-friendly. In HHB, 
however, the inhabitants of the foreign 
land are another and mainly hostile 
race of humans, the aforementioned 
Calormenes. The climax of the story is 
not a homecoming, actual or expected, 
to Narnia, but rather a homecoming to 
its neighboring and culturally identical 
white nation of Archenland. In HHB, 
more than anywhere else in the Chron-
icles, Lewis depicts an alternate human 
culture with values alien to Narnia’s. 
King Miraz and his fellow Telmarines 

in Prince Caspian may have forgotten or ignored Aslan, but their 
culture was still shaped by his heritage and indirectly benefited 
from it. The land of Calormen, by contrast, has never had direct 
contact with Aslan, and its culture is shaped by the worship of 
Tash (a human-like creature with a vulture’s head and four arms) 
and associated minor deities.

Narnia vs. Calormen (or Is It England vs. Arabia?)

Lewis is no Tolkien, though, and neither Narnia nor Calormen 
represents a serious effort at creating a totally unique imaginary 
culture. Narnia is basically medieval England, and Calormen is 
basically medieval Arabia. As Rowan Williams observes in his 
insightful study of the Chronicles, “The Calormenes talk like 
characters in the ‘Arabian Nights,’ with an effect that can be 
both comic and threatening, and they are clearly the dangerous 
‘other’ where Narnia is concerned. . . . [T]he cultural world of the 
Calormenes is unmistakably Arab, and their relation to Narnia 
is that of mediaeval ‘Saracens’ to Christendom as reflected in 
the literature of the period.”5 Williams tries hard to acquit Lewis 
of the accusation that the Calormenes are a bigoted portrait of 
Muslims, despite the Arabian flavor and other details such as 
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the Calormenes’ currency being the crescent. Williams’s prin-
cipal evidence is that Tash is one of many gods and has human 
descendants, whereas Islam is nothing if not monotheistic and 
is opposed to any “son of God.”

It is doubtful that Lewis was undertaking any serious 
polemic against Islam in the Calormenes, but it is also doubtful 
that he ever paid enough attention either to the details of Muslim 
belief or to the culture of actual Arabs to be able to pull off an 
accurate satire. It does not matter what Muslims or Arabs are 
really like; all that matters is that the Calormenes evoke feelings 
of disgust and contempt in Lewis’s readers, with their unspoken 
biases against Middle Eastern culture and religion. The Calor-
menes’ very name suggests their Southern foreignness—they 
are “colored” men or maybe “hot” men (calor being Latin for 
“heat,” with cognates in other Romance languages)—and it 
does not take much for the reader to see that they are exotic, 
brutal, and unwholesome.6

This is a successful narrative tactic, creating a sense of holy 
collusion between the author and his presumably northern 
European (or white American) audience. The story opens with 
the shocking discovery that Shasta is the object of an abusive 
interracial adoption.7 The boy has never even considered this 
possibility before, and only when a high-born visitor demands 

hospitality does an eavesdropping Shasta learn the truth. The 
visitor offers to buy Shasta as a slave, to which the host protests 
with pious words of fatherly affection, but the visitor retorts, 
“This boy is manifestly no son of yours, for your cheek is as 
dark as mine but the boy is fair and white like the accursed but 
beautiful barbarians who inhabit the remote north” (5). Lewis 
knew no more of adoptive psychology than he did of Muslim 
theology, for he reports that Shasta reacts to the news with calm 
relief: “He had often been uneasy because, try as he might, he 
had never been able to love the fisherman, and he knew that a 
boy ought to love his father” (7).

Lewis’s point here, though, is not whether there can be 
genuine bonds of affection in adoptive relationships but rather 
the inextinguishability of the call of “blood.” Shasta can let go 
of his false father and Calormene life easily because he never 
really belonged there and has only been waiting for the chance 
to return to his true home. When he meets Bree, a Narnian horse, 
he confesses, “‘I’ve been longing to go north all my life.’ ‘Of 
course you have,’ said the Horse. ‘That’s because of the blood 
that’s in you. I’m sure you’re true northern stock’” (12). Much 
later, an Archenlander sees Shasta riding and declares to the 
king, “The boy has a true horseman’s seat, Sire. I’ll warrant 
there’s noble blood in him” (149). Even the food calls forth 
Shasta’s true nature. His first Narnian breakfast comprises 
bacon, eggs, mushrooms, hot milk, toast, and coffee (never 
mind that coffee, in our world, is a foodstuff with Middle 
Eastern/African origins!). “It was all new and wonderful to 
Shasta for Calormene food is quite different. He didn’t even 
know what the slices of brown stuff were, for he had never 

seen toast before. He didn’t know what the yellow soft thing 
they smeared on the toast was, because in Calormen you 
nearly always get oil instead of butter” (167). The delight is 
not so much in going from the food of poverty in Calormen 
to the food of wealth in Narnia, but in going from “foreign” 
food to “natural” food. Nature utterly trumps nurture, or at 
least cultural upbringing.

Cultural Superiority of Narnia (or Is It England?)

If the primary point were that one must reside culturally in the 
land of one’s own blood, then the counterpart story of Aravis 
the Calormene girl would not work at all. Aravis, contrary to 
her “blood,” is more than happy to leave Calormen, and by the 
end of the story we learn that she and Shasta get married, so she 
will spend the rest of her days as the queen of Archenland. But 
the movement in this direction is acceptable, because an even 
greater truth than the call of blood is the innate superiority of 
Narnian/Archenlander culture, a fact demonstrated repeatedly 
in the course of the story.

For example, Shasta is immediately taken with the delight-
ful party of Narnians that he meets in the Calormene capital 
of Tashbaan. They are easygoing, friendly, and lovely, unlike 
the stiff, hierarchical, power- and wealth-hungry Calormenes. 
Again, the plot point concerns the transition not from an 
unloving family to a circle of friends but from an inferior 
and “foreign” culture to a superior and innately fitting one. 
Throughout HHB, Calormen entertains the idea of expand-
ing its imperial reach to Narnia, which the reader is to fear 
and abhor—even though the Narnian king Caspian had done 
exactly that on behalf of his own country in The Voyage of the 
Dawn Treader. But of course Narnian culture is intrinsically just, 
merciful, and innocent, so the corresponding empire will be 
the same. Narnians value freedom, but in Calormene perspec-
tive “free” means “idle, disordered, and unprofitable” (108). 
Tashbaan smells of “unwashed people, unwashed dogs, scent, 
garlic, onions, and the piles of refuse which lay everywhere” 
(52), but superior Narnia has no cities at all, only an idyllic 
harmony between the creatures and the land. (The threat of 
Calormene cities and technology arises again in The Last Battle 
and necessitates an apocalypse before Narnia has to figure out 
how to deal with sewers, offices, and immigrants!) Calormen 
has no talking animals and would treat them badly if it did, 
but Narnia is full of them, free and flourishing.

The superiority of Narnian culture is most evident in its 
treatment of women. Two sister queens reign alongside the two 
brother kings, and there is no doubt that Lucy is the human ideal 
in all of the Chronicles—in many ways, despite the absence of 
a nativity story, she is the analogue to Mary. Narnian women 
are free to marry or not as they please (though obviously the 
marriage of any one of the Pevensies before their return to their 
usual English lives and ages would have been rather awkward). 
By contrast, the Calormenes are brutes. Aravis, who cannot be 
much more than thirteen or fourteen years old, is engaged by 
her father to a sixty-year-old hunchback who looks like an ape, 
prompting her to run away from home. Queen Susan’s decision 
to decline Calormene prince Rabadash’s offer of marriage elicits 
the latter’s ugly desires to kidnap her, humiliate her, and force 
her into a marriage that will be more like slavery.

Given Lewis’s well-known tone-deafness to matters con-
cerning women, it is surprising and commendable that he 
managed to acknowledge the reality of sexual violence in his 
stories. That sexual violence is a feature of the inferior foreign 
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tiple wives, judges, and prophets. The settings are deserts, cities, 
and mountains. Parables are illustrated with sheep and goats, 
fish, wheat, vineyards, and olive oil (that stuff you get instead of 
butter in Calormen!). Such things are not utterly foreign to North 
Atlantic readers—in part because Christianity itself imported 
knowledge of them—but they are not the “natural” language of 
either the earth or the culture. The Bible fits much more naturally 
into Calormen than into Narnia.

In an alternative vision, the Chronicles’ opening tale of 
The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe re-images the Gospel story 
into the fairy-tale idiom of northern Europe, with deep forests, 
long winters, a stone table and knife in place of a cross, knights 
armed with sword and shield, and the flowers and foods of the 
wholesome North. (It is probably no accident that the delicacy 
that corrupts Edmund is Turkish delight.) Through the imag-
istic translation, the Gospel story is no longer an alien one of 
far away—of a strange hot world where itinerant preachers 
can be subject to horrifying public execution—and therefore 
no longer a story that can neither accuse nor redeem northern 
readers. I believe that this as much as anything accounts for 
the profound popularity of the Chronicles with European and 
American readers. We should recognize that, on some level, 
Lewis’s avowedly “protoevangelical” work was meant to 
bridge the cultural gap.

But because self-conscious attention to the challenge of cul-
tural translation has never been central to the theological process, 
Lewis could not recognize the implicit counterpart of his efforts: 
that the cultural setting of the actual Bible and Gospel got roundly 
denigrated in his retelling! Aslan so obviously has no place in 
Calormen—and there is no suggestion that Aslan ever made any 
effort to meet his creatures there. There were rumors in Calormen 
of the Lion, but he was nevertheless universally despised by the 
Tash-worshippers. The Middle East may have been Moses and 
Jesus’ culture, but Calormen is definitely not Aslan’s culture.

And the irony is only redoubled when we consider that 
the deep structure of the Chronicles is in fact astrological, a 
Christianized appropriation of Greco-Roman mythology and 
its planetary motifs, which was once long ago a significant rival 
to faith in Christ. If Jupiter, Mercury, and Venus—whether as 
planets or gods—can be baptized, why not Calormen? Why 
not Tash?10

The Salvageability of Calormen (or Is It Islam?)

Much has been made by Lewis’s fans of the salvation of Emeth, 
a Calormene soldier and devotee of Tash, in the eschatological 
story of The Last Battle, since it suggests that Lewis allowed for 
the possibility that believers in false gods could, through divine 
mercy, be drawn into the heavenly kingdom. A Calormene might 
be an “anonymous Narnian.” But Emeth’s entry into glory is 
into the newer, bigger, greater Narnia. He remarks on arrival 
there, “By the Gods, this is a pleasant place: it may be that I am 
come into the country of Tash,” and he marvels over the flow-
ers and trees. But he expresses no longing for a newer, bigger, 
greater Calormen. At the very end of the book we learn that 
there is such a place, but within the logic of the Chronicles, it is 
unfathomable that any of the Narnians or even Emeth himself 
would want to go there. Conversion to Aslan logically entails 
conversion to Narnian culture, so it is only “further up and 
further in” to Narnia.

The more striking concession of Lewis to the salvageability 
of Calormene culture and religion is in HHB itself. At the end of 
the story, the proud, wicked, lustful Prince Rabadash has failed 

culture only, however, exposes the missional problem. Raba-
dash may promise the women of Narnia as prizes of war to his 
soldiers, but the reader simply cannot imagine High King Peter 
of Narnia indulging in rape or prostitution after the successful 
completion of a campaign against the giants.

In short, HHB neatly divides all the goods and ills of human 
civilization and assigns them to respective cultures. Narnia is 
all goodness; Calormen is all wickedness. The genre of fantasy 
regularly indulges in such extremes in order to teach the distinc-
tion between good and evil and need not be criticized as such. 
But the very obvious correlation between Narnia and Christian 
England, on the one hand, and, on the other, Calormen and 
(probably Muslim) Arabia creates an acute moral and missional 
problem. Shasta’s longing to go “home” to Narnia (or Archenland) 
is meant to be a Christian analogy: it points to our desire to leave 
this pilgrim life on earth, where we feel out of place, and find our 
true home in heaven. But to depict this spiritual insight through 
competing earthly cultures is a much more doubtful enterprise. 
Lewis’s original title for the book, “Narnia and the North,” after 
a frequent refrain of the characters, all too aptly expresses the 
cultural attitude he takes.8

The problem becomes even more evident in the sequel to 
HHB, The Magician’s Nephew, which tells the creation story. There, 
the localized kingdom of Narnia is equivalent to the entire world. 
Aslan calls Narnia alone into being; it is only subsequent to the 
“fall” that non-Narnian places and cultures develop within 
Narnia. Thus the protological and eschatological true culture of 
divinity is Narnian, and in between those temporal endpoints 
the most divine even of the fallen cultures is Narnia’s. Williams 
observes, without intending criticism, that “the kingdom of 
Narnia is itself the ‘Church,’ the community where transform-
ing relation with Aslan becomes fully possible.”9 Since Lewis’s 
intention was to reveal Christian truths outside of their usual 
form, this was an attractive and unexpected way to approach 
ecclesiology. Instead of the perhaps off-putting culture of the 
church, an entire community whose every piece and detail is 

brought under Aslan’s reign is presented to readers in attractive 
form. On its own, as in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the 
strategy works. But when Narnia is set against another human 
culture, it takes on the qualities of proselytism. If Aravis wants 
to be in fellowship with Aslan, she will have to change cultures 
and “convert” to Narnia/Archenland.

The Ironies of Narnia vs. Calormen

Here we approach one of the deep operational ironies of the 
Chronicles. Narnia is already a missional translation of the Gos-
pel! European readers are faced with the fact that the idiom and 
imagery of the Bible are broadly Middle Eastern and specifically 
Jewish. Narrative epics concern patriarchs, slaves, nomads, mul-

Lewis could not recognize 
the implicit counterpart of 
his efforts: that the cultural 
setting of the actual Bible 
and Gospel got roundly 
denigrated in his retelling! 



129July 2014

in his attack on Archenland, but Aslan gives him the opportunity 
to repent. Rabadash refuses, and so he is turned into a donkey. 
But he still has one last hope. “‘You have appealed to Tash,’ said 
Aslan. ‘And in the temple of Tash you shall be healed’” (211). 
Aslan instructs Rabadash to stand in front of the altar of Tash 
in Tashbaan at the Great Autumn Feast. If he does so, he will 
be restored to his human state, though in full view of everyone 
there, so he will not be able to escape public knowledge of his 
humiliation. After that, Rabadash will be required to stay within 
ten miles of Tash’s temple for the rest of his life or he will turn 
into a donkey again, and this time without reprieve.

This is not exactly the Gospel. But it is, at least, a merciful 
law enacted through Aslan’s greatest rival and with Aslan’s 
permission. The plot point opens up a space for other religions 
and their place in the divine plan. At the same time, though, it 
reinforces the cultural division of Aslan from anything that is not 
Narnian. Aslan cannot restore a Calormene in Calormen. Only 
Tash can do that, even if only under Aslan’s watch.11

Why Still Read The Horse and His Boy?

It may well be asked at this point if HHB itself is a salvage-
able book. Certainly it is. The point of HHB is not, in fact, to 
make any of the cultural claims that I have elucidated here. 
They are incidental to the heart of the story, which, as with all 
the other Chronicles, illustrates aspects of the Christian faith 
with charm, wisdom, and a satisfying yarn. Much of HHB 
concerns the mysterious operations of Providence. Early in 
the story the children are frightened by lions in hot pursuit, 
but later we learn that it was really only Aslan making sure 
they would find each other. Later Shasta is alarmed by another 
lion hanging around the tombs by night, but again we find 
out that it was only Aslan protecting him. Even when Aravis 
is attacked by a lion and receives ten deep scratches down her 
back, she later learns that it was Aslan forcing her to share in 
the punishment she carelessly left her slave girl to face. Hwin 
the horse gives voice to a remarkable sentiment of spiritual 

self-giving when faced with Aslan for the first time: “‘Please,’ 
she said, ‘you’re so beautiful. You may eat me if you like. I’d 
sooner be eaten by you than fed by anyone else’” (193). And 
HHB is the one place in the Chronicles where Lewis makes 
any allusion to the Trinity: “‘Who are you?’ asked Shasta. 
‘Myself,’ said the Voice, very deep and low so that the earth 
shook: and again, ‘Myself,’ loud and clear and gay: and then 
the third time, ‘Myself,’ whispered so softly you could hardly 
hear it, and yet it seemed to come from all round you as if the 
leaves rustled with it” (159).

These are the deep themes of HHB and ought to be honored 
as such. The difficulty lies in the cultural choices made in order to 
present these themes in an accessible manner. Unacknowledged, 
they distract from the truth of the Gospel, which Lewis held 
much more dearly than the superiority of England. But even 

the obvious problems with its cultural depictions make HHB 
valuable. The necessities and complicities of cultural translation 
are solved not by evasion but by confrontation. HHB offers the 
opportunity to think through, already with children, the move-
ment of the Gospel through different cultural settings. The sheer 
discomfort that the book evokes is a lesson in itself. Williams 
notes that Lewis’s ultimate goal was “to do justice to the differ-
ence of God, the disturbing and exhilarating otherness of what 
we encounter in the life of faith.”12 We can appreciate and benefit 
from this profound insight of Lewis’s, and can extend it to where 
he could not, in the encounter between cultures, driven by the 
mission of the Spirit to all the ends of the earth.
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