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Abstract: 

The Role of Magic in Fantasy Literature: A Study of Different Magic Systems and Their Implications" delves 

into the nuanced portrayals of magic in prominent fantasy narratives. From hard and soft magic systems to 

the allegorical underpinnings of magic as societal and moral mirrors, this article offers a comprehensive 

exploration of the function and significance of magical constructs. Drawing from seminal works such as 

Sanderson's Mistborn and Rowling's Harry Potter series, the study underscores magic's transformative 

potential not just within the narrative world but also in shaping reader perceptions about power, morality, 

and society. As the narrative landscapes of fantasy literature evolve, magic remains a pivotal force, 

reflecting cultural nuances, ethical dilemmas, and the timeless allure of the unknown. 

Keywords: Magic, Fantasy Literature, Hard Magic Systems, Soft Magic Systems, Societal Reflection, 

Morality, Allomancy, Wand Magic, Power Dynamics, Cultural Implications. 

Introduction 

Magic has always been a quintessential element in the tapestry of fantasy literature. From the waving of 

wands to the utterance of ancient spells, the mysterious and arcane arts have long captured our imagination. 

Magic is more than mere spectacle; it's a narrative device that can reflect cultural norms, philosophical 

debates, social hierarchies, and much more. This article explores the multifaceted role of magic in fantasy 

literature, surveying different magic systems and investigating their deeper implications. 

Hard Magic vs. Soft Magic Systems 

Hard Magic Systems 

Hard magic systems operate with well-defined rules, laws, or guidelines. An excellent example is Brandon 

Sanderson's Mistborn series, where the magic system is grounded in meticulous rules and logic. The way 

magic functions in this universe is not arbitrary but is based on a specific set of principles. 

Implications: This approach can provide a sense of realism and consistency, allowing the reader to engage 

with the magic as they would with a scientific or logical concept. It also opens doors for the characters to 

solve problems creatively within the framework of the established rules. 
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Soft Magic Systems 

Soft magic systems, in contrast, remain mysterious and often unexplained. J.R.R. Tolkien's "The Lord of the 

Rings" features a soft magic system where the magic's workings are never fully defined. 

Implications: Soft magic can add to the wonder and mystery of a fantasy world, emphasizing the 

unexplained and mythical aspects. It often serves as a symbol or metaphor rather than a practical tool for the 

characters. 

Types of Magic Systems 

Elemental Magic 

Elemental magic, found in works like Avatar: The Last Airbender, divides magic into categories such as 

earth, water, fire, and air. 

Implications: This can represent different philosophies, cultures, or personality traits, creating a complex and 

multi-dimensional world. 

Ritualistic Magic 

Ritualistic magic, as seen in Ursula K. Le Guin's "Earthsea" series, relies on ceremonies, rituals, and spoken 

words. 

Implications: This often reflects themes of tradition, religion, or the power of language, offering a rich 

cultural texture. 

Magic as a Mirror to Society 

Magic often serves as a reflection of societal values, prejudices, and conflicts. 

Examples & Implications: J.K. Rowling's "Harry Potter" series uses magic to delineate social hierarchies 

(e.g., the treatment of house-elves), reflecting real-world discrimination and inequality.  
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Magic and Morality 

Magic is often tied to moral dilemmas and ethical considerations. The consequences of using magic 

irresponsibly are a recurring theme. 

Examples & Implications: In C.S. Lewis's "The Chronicles of Narnia," magic is shown to have severe 

consequences if used for selfish or malicious purposes, underscoring themes of responsibility and morality. 

Magic in fantasy literature is as diverse as the genre itself. Whether it's a rigid system governed by intricate 

laws or a mystical force shrouded in enigma, magic serves as more than just a plot device. It becomes a lens 

through which authors can explore complex themes and ideas, from cultural norms and social commentary 

to philosophical inquiries and moral lessons. 

The study of different magic systems reveals how these fictional constructs can transcend mere 

entertainment. They become profound metaphors, mirroring our realities, challenging our perceptions, and 

inviting us to embark on a journey not just through fantastical realms, but also through the multifaceted 

landscapes of human nature and society. Thus, magic in fantasy literature continues to enchant us, not 

merely for the spectacle it presents but for the deeper resonances it strikes within our collective psyche. 

Inherited Magic 

One type of magic system is inherited magic, where the ability to use magic is determined by one’s 

bloodline or genetic makeup. This means that only certain people or races can access magic, while others are 

either powerless or have limited potential. Some examples of fantasy novels that use inherited magic are 

Harry Potter by J.K. Rowling, The Inheritance Cycle by Christopher Paolini, and Mistborn by Brandon 

Sanderson. 

Inherited magic can create interesting plot twists and conflicts, as the characters discover their hidden talents 

or face discrimination and persecution because of their magical status. For instance, in Harry Potter, Harry 

learns that he is a wizard on his eleventh birthday and enters a hidden world of magic that he never knew 

existed. However, he also faces enemies who want to kill him because he is a threat to their pure-blood 

ideology. In The Inheritance Cycle, Eragon finds out that he is a Dragon Rider, a rare and powerful warrior 

who can bond with a dragon. However, he also becomes a target for the evil king who wants to destroy all 

Dragon Riders and dragons. In Mistborn, Vin is a street urchin who discovers that she is a Mistborn, a 
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person who can burn metals inside her body to gain various abilities. However, she also joins a rebellion 

against a tyrannical god-king who rules over a dark and oppressed world. 

Inherited magic can also create compelling character arcs, as the characters struggle to master their abilities 

or cope with their identity. For example, in Harry Potter, Harry has to learn how to use his wand, his spells, 

and his other gifts throughout his school years. He also has to deal with his fame as “the boy who lived” and 

his connection to Voldemort, his nemesis. In The Inheritance Cycle, Eragon has to train with his dragon 

Saphira and his mentor Brom to become a skilled fighter and magician. He also has to deal with his heritage 

as the son of a traitor and his destiny as the savior of Alagaesia. In Mistborn, Vin has to learn how to trust 

others and herself as she becomes part of a crew of thieves and rebels. She also has to deal with her past as 

an abused orphan and her future as the hero of ages. 

Inherited magic can also create meaningful thematic exploration, as the author can use it to comment on 

issues such as identity, power, discrimination, and destiny. For example, in Harry Potter, Rowling uses 

inherited magic to explore the concepts of belonging and choice. Harry has to find his place in both the 

wizarding world and the muggle world while facing prejudice from both sides. He also has to choose 

between being defined by his blood or by his actions. In The Inheritance Cycle, Paolini uses inherited magic 

to explore the concepts of responsibility and freedom. Eragon has to take responsibility for his actions and 

their consequences while fighting for freedom from tyranny and oppression. He also has to balance his own 

desires with those of his dragon and his allies. In Mistborn, Sanderson uses inherited magic to explore the 

concepts of revolution and religion. Vin has to challenge the status quo and overthrow an unjust system 

while questioning her beliefs and values. She also has to deal with the implications of being part of a 

prophecy and a religion. 

Inherited magic can have some advantages and disadvantages for the author and the reader. On one hand, 

inherited magic can create a sense of wonder and mystery, as the reader can imagine what it would be like to 

have such abilities or to belong to such a world. It can also create a sense of empathy and identification, as 

the reader can relate to the characters’ struggles and achievements. On the other hand, inherited magic can 

create some problems of logic and consistency, as the author has to explain how and why magic is inherited 

and what are its limits and variations. It can also create some problems of balance and fairness, as the author 

has to justify why some characters are more powerful or privileged than others and how they use or abuse 
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their power. 

Object-Based Magic 

Another type of magic system is object-based magic, where the source of magic is an external item or 

artifact that can be used, manipulated, or activated by anyone who possesses it. This means that magic is not 

innate or exclusive, but rather accessible or transferable. Some examples of fantasy novels that use object-

based magic are The Lord of the Rings by J.R.R. Tolkien, The Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis, and The 

Kingkiller Chronicle by Patrick Rothfuss. 

Object-based magic can create intriguing plot devices and conflicts, as the characters seek, find, use, or 

destroy magical objects that have significant effects on the world. For example, in The Lord of the Rings, 

Frodo has to carry the One Ring to Mordor and destroy it in Mount Doom to prevent Sauron from 

conquering Middle-earth. However, he also has to resist the temptation and corruption of the Ring, which 

tries to influence his will and actions. In The Chronicles of Narnia, Lucy finds a wardrobe that leads her to 

Narnia, a magical land where she meets Aslan, the lion king. However, she also has to face the White Witch, 

who wants to rule Narnia with an eternal winter. In The Kingkiller Chronicle, Kvothe is a gifted musician 

and magician who searches for the Chandrian, a group of mysterious beings who killed his family. However, 

he also has to deal with the Amyr, a secret order that opposes the Chandrian and that may have a connection 

to his past. 

Object-based magic can also create fascinating character arcs, as the characters learn how to use or control 

magical objects or how they are affected by them. For example, in The Lord of the Rings, Frodo has to learn 

how to trust his friends and himself as he carries the burden of the Ring. He also has to cope with his 

physical and psychological wounds after his journey. In The Chronicles of Narnia, Lucy has to learn how to 

be brave and loyal as she helps Aslan and her siblings save Narnia. She also has to cope with her nostalgia 

and longing for Narnia after she returns to her world. In The Kingkiller Chronicle, Kvothe has to learn how 

to master various arts and skills as he studies at the University and travels around the world. He also has to 

cope with his pride and arrogance that often get him into trouble. 

Object-based magic can also create profound thematic exploration, as the author can use it to comment on 

issues such as power, morality, sacrifice, and redemption. For example, in The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien 

uses object-based magic to explore the concept of power and its corruption. The Ring is a symbol of 
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absolute power that can corrupt anyone who tries to use it or possess it. The only way to defeat it is to 

renounce it and destroy it. In The Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis uses object-based magic to explore the 

concept of morality and its consequences. The wardrobe is a symbol of imagination and adventure that can 

lead anyone to a magical world where they have to face moral dilemmas and choices. The only way to 

succeed is to follow Aslan’s guidance and do what is right. In The Kingkiller Chronicle, Rothfuss uses 

object-based magic to explore the concept of sacrifice and its price. The Chandrian are a symbol of mystery 

and danger that can lure anyone to a quest for knowledge and revenge. The only way to pursue it is to 

sacrifice everything else and pay a high cost. 

Object-based magic can have some advantages and disadvantages for the author and the reader. On one 

hand, object-based magic can create a sense of realism and plausibility, as the reader can understand how 

magic works through tangible objects that have clear functions and limitations. It can also create a sense of 

suspense and curiosity, as the reader can wonder what will happen next with the magical objects or what 

secrets they hide. On the other hand, object-based magic can create some problems of originality and 

creativity, as the author has to avoid using clichéd or overused objects that have been seen in many other 

stories. It can also create 

Here is a possible article on “The Role of Magic in Fantasy Literature: A Study of Different Magic Systems 

and Their Implications.” 

Magic is one of the defining features of fantasy literature, a genre that explores the imaginative possibilities 

of worlds that are different from our own. Magic can be seen as a way of expressing the human desire for 

wonder, creativity, and transcendence, as well as a means of exploring themes such as power, morality, 

identity, and culture. However, not all magic systems are the same. Different authors have created different 

types of magic systems, each with their own rules, limitations, sources, and effects. These magic systems 

can have significant implications for the plot, characters, setting, and themes of a fantasy story. 

In this article, we will examine some of the main categories of magic systems in fantasy literature, and how 

they affect the stories they are part of. We will use the spectrum proposed by fantasy writer Brandon 

Sanderson1, who distinguishes between hard magic, soft magic, and the middle ground. We will also look at 

some examples of magic systems based on different sources, such as gods, words, elements, rituals, and 

supernatural beings. Finally, we will discuss some of the benefits and challenges of creating a coherent and 
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engaging magic system for a fantasy story. 

Hard Magic vs Soft Magic 

According to Sanderson’s First Law, an author’s ability to solve conflict with magic is directly proportional 

to how well the reader understands said magic. In other words, the more rules and limitations a magic 

system has, the more it can be used to resolve problems in the story. Conversely, the less defined a magic 

system is, the less it should be used to solve problems in the story. 

This leads to the distinction between hard magic and soft magic. Hard magic systems are those that have 

clear and consistent rules that the reader understands. They often explain how the magic works, who can use 

it, what it can and cannot do, and what are the costs or consequences of using it. Examples of hard magic 

systems include Allomancy in Sanderson’s Mistborn series2, where characters can ingest and burn metals to 

gain different abilities; Sympathy in Patrick Rothfuss’s The Kingkiller Chronicle3, where characters can 

manipulate objects by creating links between them; and Bending in Avatar: The Last Airbender4, where 

characters can control one of the four elements based on their innate ability and martial arts training. 

Hard magic systems tend to create a sense of realism and logic in a fantasy world. They also allow for more 

strategic and creative use of magic by the characters, as well as more suspense and tension for the reader, 

who can anticipate the possibilities and limitations of the magic. However, hard magic systems also require 

more planning and consistency from the author, who has to avoid creating loopholes or contradictions in the 

rules. Moreover, hard magic systems can sometimes lose some of the mystery and wonder of magic, as they 

reduce it to a predictable and rational phenomenon. 

Soft magic systems are those that have few or no rules that the reader understands. They often leave the 

workings of the magic vague or mysterious, or rely on intuition or emotion rather than logic or explanation. 

Examples of soft magic systems include The Force in Star Wars5, where characters can tap into a mystical 

energy field that grants them various powers; The One Ring in The Lord of the Rings6, where a powerful 

artifact can corrupt anyone who wears it; and The Old Magic in Garth Nix’s Old Kingdom series7, where 

characters can use ancient spells that have unpredictable and dangerous effects. 
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Soft magic systems tend to create a sense of wonder and awe in a fantasy world. They also allow for more 

flexibility and creativity from the author, who can introduce new elements or effects without having to 

explain them. However, soft magic systems also pose some risks for storytelling. If used too often or too 

conveniently to solve problems in the story, they can create a sense of deus ex machina or plot armor, where 

the reader feels cheated or unsatisfied by the lack of logic or consistency. Moreover, soft magic systems can 

sometimes confuse or frustrate the reader, who may not understand what is happening or why. 

The Middle Ground 

Between hard magic and soft magic lies a middle ground, where some aspects of the magic system are 

explained and others are left mysterious. This allows for a balance between realism and wonder, logic and 

mystery, strategy and flexibility. Examples of middle ground magic systems include Harry Potter8, where 

characters can cast spells with wands and words, but also encounter magical creatures and artifacts that have 

unknown or variable properties; The Wheel of Time, where characters can channel one of five elements 

from a cosmic force called The One Power, but also face dangers from dark forces that can manipulate or 

corrupt their abilities; and Fullmetal Alchemist, where characters can perform alchemy by following 

scientific principles such as equivalent exchange and conservation of mass, but also deal with moral 

dilemmas such as human transmutation and the philosopher’s stone. 

The middle ground can be seen as a compromise or a combination of hard magic and soft magic, depending 

on the author’s preferences and goals. It can offer the best of both worlds, or the worst of both worlds, 

depending on how well it is executed. The key is to find the right balance between clarity and ambiguity, 

rules and exceptions, explanation and implication. 

Sources of Magic 

Another way of categorizing magic systems is by looking at their sources, or what enables or empowers the 

magic users in the story. Different sources of magic can have different implications for the plot, characters, 

setting, and themes of a fantasy story. Here are some examples of common sources of magic in fantasy 

literature: 
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• Magic from the gods: In this category, what allows characters to use magic are the deities of that 

specific world. These abilities are usually given as a gift from the gods, and they allow magic users 

to control many kinds of magic, such as elemental, healing, or divine. This can be seen in books like 

Children of Blood and Bone by Tomi Adeyemi, where characters can inherit the powers of different 

gods based on their bloodline; The Belgariad by David Eddings, where characters can wield the Will 

and the Word, a form of sorcery granted by a supreme god; and Percy Jackson and the Olympians by 

Rick Riordan, where characters are demigods who have abilities related to their divine parentage. 

Magic from the gods can create a sense of connection and conflict between the mortal and the divine realms. 

It can also explore themes such as faith, destiny, free will, and responsibility. However, magic from the gods 

can also raise questions about the nature and role of the gods in the story, such as their motives, morality, 

and interference. 

• Magic from words: In this category, what allows characters to use magic are words, whether spoken, 

written, or sung. These words can be part of a specific language, alphabet, or system that has power 

over reality. This can be seen in books like Eragon by Christopher Paolini, where characters can cast 

spells using an ancient language that has a direct correspondence to things and concepts; The Name 

of the Wind by Patrick Rothfuss3, where characters can manipulate objects by knowing their true 

names; and The Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis, where characters can create or destroy worlds 

by singing. 

Magic from words can create a sense of connection and conflict between language and reality. It can also 

explore themes such as knowledge, communication, expression, and creativity. However, magic from words 

can also pose challenges for consistency and logic, such as how words are learned, pronounced, or written. 

• Magic from the elements: In this category, what allows characters to use magic are the natural 

elements that make up the world, such as fire, water, earth, air, and others. These elements can be 

manipulated or controlled by magic users who have an affinity or a skill for them. This can be seen 

in books like Avatar: The Last Airbender4, where characters can bend one of the four elements based 

on their innate ability and martial arts training; Mistborn by Brandon Sanderson2, where characters 

can burn metals to gain different abilities related to the elements; and The Fifth Season by N.K. 

Jemisin, where characters can manipulate seismic activity and other geological phenomena. 
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Magic from the elements can create a sense of connection and conflict between humans and nature. It can 

also explore themes such as balance, harmony, diversity, and change. However, magic from the elements 

can also raise questions about the origin and scope of the elements in the story, such as how they are 

defined, classified, or combined. 

• Magic from rituals: In this category, what allows characters to use magic are rituals, such as 

ceremonies, sacrifices, symbols, or formulas. These rituals can be part of a specific tradition, culture, 

or religion that has power over reality. This can be seen in books like The Dresden Files by Jim 

Butcher, where characters can perform spells using various tools, ingredients, and gestures; The 

Magicians by Lev Grossman, where characters can cast spells using complex mathematical equations 

and hand movements; and The Craft Sequence by Max Gladstone, where characters can practice a 

form of magic that resembles contract law and economics. 

Magic from rituals can create a sense of connection and conflict between culture and reality. It can also 

explore themes such as tradition, innovation, order, and chaos. However, magic from rituals can also pose 

challenges for plausibility and pacing, such as how rituals are performed, explained, or interrupted. 

• Magic from supernatural beings: In this category, what allows characters to use magic are 

supernatural beings, such as spirits, demons, angels, or faeries. These beings can grant power or 

influence. 

Critical Study  

"The Role of Magic in Fantasy Literature" ambitiously tackles the vast subject of magic's portrayal and 

function in fantasy literature. The topic is perennially popular and warrants a rigorous investigation, given 

the profound influence of magic on narratives and reader engagement. 

Strengths: 

1. Thematic Clarity: The article does an admirable job in elucidating various magic systems, 

providing the reader with a clear differentiation between hard and soft magic, along with 

examples.    

2. Societal Reflection: The connection between magic as a mirror to society, reflecting societal 

values, prejudices, and conflicts, is an insightful angle. The Harry Potter series' examples stand 
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out as particularly poignant illustrations. 

3. Ethical Dimension: By delving into the moral consequences associated with the use of magic, the 

article touches upon a critical component of many fantasy narratives. 

Conclusion:  

Magic in fantasy literature transcends its superficial enchantment, serving as a multi-faceted literary device 

with profound implications. By studying a variety of magic systems, this research reveals how magic shapes 

narratives, characters, and themes. The intricate interplay between magic and the fantasy world showcases 

the richness and complexity that magic brings to the genre, inviting readers to explore new realms of 

imagination and contemplation. 
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