
    
    
 

 
       
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Article © HARTS & Minds                                                                                                                                                                                                         
Image © Jim Kay 

Terminal Truths: Children’s Literature, 

Cancer and its Metaphors 

 

Louise Creechan 

 

 

HARTS & Minds: The Journal of 

Humanities and Arts 

 

Vol.1, No.3 (Winter 2013-14) 

 

www.harts-minds.co.uk/death-decay 



TERMINAL TRUTHS:  

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE, CANCER AND ITS METAPHORS 

 

Louise Creechan 

 

Abstract 
Susan Sontag’s militant rejection of the use of allegory in discussing illness in Illness as 

Metaphor (1978) and, the later, AIDS and Its Metaphors (1989) has become a cornerstone for 

critical discussion in the interdisciplinary field of literature and medicine. This article 

considers how the discussion of terminal illness’ such as cancer in texts written for a child 

readership have come to rely on the use of metaphors that Sontag argued would ultimately 

stigmatise the patient. Furthermore, it suggests how, in the field of Children’s Literature, this 

may be a positive and indeed practical means of representation. In the case of each of the texts 

discussed: John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars (2012), Patrick Ness’s A Monster Calls 

(2011) and Morris Gleitzman’s Two Weeks with the Queen (1990), the cancer that the child 

protagonists are exposed to is terminal and metaphor is used as a means of both understanding 

and controlling their fate. 
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In her highly influential essay Illness as Metaphor, Susan Sontag argues that ‘it is hardly 

possible to take up one’s residence in the kingdom of the ill unprejudiced by the lurid 

metaphors with which it has been landscaped’.
1
 She suggests that illnesses whose high 

mortality rates arouse ‘fear’ and a sense of ‘mystery’, such as cancer, are endowed with 

metaphorical significance.
2
 Thus these metaphors result in the distortion of the truth about 

illness and lead to the stigmatisation of the patient. For Sontag, cancer is the disease that has 

been most ‘encumbered by the trappings of metaphor’ in contemporary society; it has become 

endowed with ‘conventions of concealment’ and notions of ‘punishment’.
3
 For instance, if 

‘The Big C’ were to be mentioned in adult conversation then it would be widely understood 

that cancer was the subject being inexplicitly referred to. However, in ascribing an epithet of a 

familiar, quasi-geographical construction – ‘The Big Apple’, ‘The Big Smoke’ – the disease 

is further ascribed with a twee sense of familiarity, which belittles the implications of the 

disease in an effort to avoid its often terminal realities. ‘The Big C’ implies that the cancer 

patient is now located in a separate geographical space, separated and ostracised through 

geographical discourse from the society that created the nickname in the first instance. This 

manner of distancing the sufferings of the diseased patient from those ‘healthy’ parties 

engaging in social discourse is identified by Elaine Scarry in her seminal study of pain, its 

expressibility and its connotations, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the 

World.
4
 Scarry observes that ‘when one hears about another person’s physical pain, the events 

happening within the interior of that person’s body may seem to have the remote character of 

some deep subterranean fact, belonging to an invisible geography’.
5
 Therefore, without the 

direct experience of pain, a distancing takes place and pain becomes almost untranslatable; 

something which metaphor, though problematic and sometimes inadequate, attempts to 

resolve by assimilating experienced and perceived pain. The body in pain is relocated to a 

separate geographical space as a means of understanding that another’s pain cannot be 

experienced and, in this way, it is important to note that the geographical connotations of the 

clichéd cancer metaphor, ‘the Big C’, offers a shorthand for this inability to understand the 
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pain of others. Scarry recognises that the use of metaphor is ‘problematic’; she notes that 

there is a fundamental structure of two metaphors used to describe pain, ‘the first specifies an 

external agent of the pain, a weapon that is pictured as producing the pain; and the second 

specifies the bodily damage that is pictured as accompanying the pain’.
6
 She argues that in 

order to be understood, pain has to be made visible through the metaphor of a weapon 

inflicting a wound, such as a nail being hammered into the patient, whereas, when it is left at 

its interior level the pain caused by, for example a tumour, cannot be comprehended. As 

Scarry observes, the difficulty caused by this analysis is that it renders metaphor as perhaps 

the only means of communicating suffering, but that this allegorical representation is 

implicitly false as it refuses to allow the true cause of pain to hold meaning for any parties 

other than the patient.    

Perhaps the most clichéd of metaphors used in the discussion of cancer is the language of 

combat or warfare; the ‘fight cancer mantra’ as cancer survivor Stephanie Sliekers observes in 

her recent Huffington Post article, ‘Your Cancer Metaphors Don’t Comfort Me’.
7
 References 

such as the patient ‘fighting a battle against cancer’ are familiar concepts in Western culture, 

yet for many cancer patients this language proves unhelpful and futile. Sliekers describes her 

own thoughts when a colleague expressed the wish to ‘punch cancer in the face’;  

 
[F]antasizing about punching it in the face won't put it into remission. That's what science and 

research is for. And until the day cancer is cured, I hope we (survivors, supporters, researchers, 

advocates, clinicians, etc.) place our focus where it is needed, on helping people diagnosed with 
this disease cope with their anger and frustration, rather than building an entire community that 

thrives on it.
8
 

 

Sliekers reiterates in a strikingly straightforward, yet powerful way, Sontag’s dissatisfaction 

with the numerous militaristic metaphors that pervade discussions of cancer. Sontag 

concludes that ‘as long as so much militaristic hyperbole attaches to the description and 

treatment of cancer, it is a particularly unapt metaphor for the peaceloving’.
9
 Where the ‘fight 

cancer mantra’ fails is in the assumption that the patient will respond to their condition with 

aggression – an aggression that can be, as Sontag vehemently argues, futile and detrimental; 

those that are ‘peaceloving’ and choose not to react with hostility are subsequently precluded 

from the discussion of their own disease.     

The purpose of Illness as Metaphor is to reveal that ‘illness is not a metaphor’ and to 

demand ‘liberation’ from these metaphors in order to liberate the patient.
10

 Illness as 

Metaphor is unyielding in its demand for the complete removal of allegories and allusions 

from the discourse of illness, a demand Sontag later refined in AIDS and its Metaphors (1989) 

in which she concedes: ‘Of course, one cannot think without metaphors. But that does not 

mean there aren’t some metaphors we might well abstain from or try to retire’.
11

 The 

difficulty with this apparent clarification is that one needs to ascertain which metaphors 

acceptable to ‘think’ in relation to illness, and which ones should be ‘retire[d]’.  

Although the application of Sontag’s criticism of metaphor in illness discourses is a 

fundamental component of the interdisciplinary blend between literary criticism and the field 

of medical humanities, it is important to consider that both of Sontag’s essays were 

reactionary responses to personal events. Illness as Metaphor was written after she had been 

treated for cancer, as someone who had experienced first-hand the stigmatising effects of 

well-known, metaphorically dependant, discourses about the disease: ‘when I became a 

cancer patient what particularly enraged me […] was seeing how much the very reputation of 

this illness added to the suffering of those who have it’.
12

 Whereas AIDS and its Metaphors 

saw Sontag reassess her original thesis in reaction to the rapid development of metaphorical 

discourses surrounding the AIDS epidemic. Although in both essays she writes in general, 

third person terms, it is clear that Sontag’s line of critical enquiry is facilitated by personal 
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experience, firstly as a patient (IaM) and later as a cultural commentator (AIDS), and that her 

‘patient’ echoes an understanding of cultural connotations and personal experiences similar to 

that of their creator. However, therein lies an ironic oversight: in her use of her ‘afflicted 

everyman’ – the patient – Sontag assumes the individual patient experience to be similar to 

her own experience as a cancer patient which, in turn, removes individuality from the patient 

and from their experience of their illness. She continues to utilise her experience as a cancer 

patient and the lexicon that she developed in Illness as Metaphor in order to relate to the 

AIDS epidemic, albeit in a more nuanced and philosophical manner, in AIDS and its 

Metaphors.  This stigmatises the patient in a similar manner to the metaphors she vehemently 

refutes, which suggests, not that there is a fault in Sontag’s argument, but that her argument 

needs to be further refined and its claims reconsidered within varied parameters. For example, 

as it stands, there is no space, in Sontag’s criticism for those that do not have the same 

understanding of “illness”; which in itself becomes a metaphor for communal suffering 

through its paradox of assimilation between sufferers, but rejection of the perceiver. Might it 

be permissible to suggest that for those without a culturally informed knowledge (‘adult 

knowledge’) of terminal diseases, metaphor may prove essential to aiding wider 

considerations by utilising stories and parables which are the traditional means of facilitating 

understanding cross-culturally?  For those without the experience and knowledge of the social 

and personal consequences of larger concerns, metaphors, as a way to construct meaning, can 

be used effectively to aid the comprehension of difficult subjects, such as terminal illness. 

Many critics of Children’s Literature, such as Saad, Blaska, McEntyre, and Habegger, have 

argued that one of the roles of literature for children is to help them comprehend and find 

expression for serious issues.
13

 The remainder of this article seeks to analyse Sontag’s 

criticism of the role of metaphor in relation to the portrayal of cancer in recent examples of 

Children’s Literature. It will examine where metaphor is needed to facilitate understanding, 

where it is needed to assist in acceptance, and where it is needed to help young patients 

maintain a sense of identity separate from the identity ascribed to them by their disease.
14

  

 

Canonically speaking, ‘disability and illness were most commonly used as metaphors’ in 

Victorian and Edwardian stories for children, but with the purpose of edification.
15

 In some of 

earliest examples, the outcome, though framed positively by the author, was sombre and 

redemptive: for instance in Tom of Charles Kingsley’s The Water Babies (1863) and 

Diamond from George MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind (1871), both must die in 

order to achieve salvation and peace or, as in a selection of Oscar Wilde’s short stories for 

children, die bitterly despite their selfless or redemptive acts. However, some Victorian 

stories and many of the later Edwardian tales charted a difficult struggle with illness that led 

to a positive conclusion: for example, the illness, recovery and subsequent manliness that 

develops in George Arthur of Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857); the 

accident that costs Pollyanna the use of her legs temporarily and teaches her to appreciate her 

renewed ability to walk (1913) and the ‘recovery’ of Colin Craven in Frances Hodgson 

Burnett’s The Secret Garden (1911).
16

 Colin in particular is transformed from ‘a half 

hysterical, half-crazy little hypochondriac’ (223) to a boy ‘glowing with life […] a laughable, 

loveable, healthy, young human thing’ (234) through the magic of an English garden. 

 As with other works of Children’s Literature written between the mid-nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, the illness and recovery of Colin Craven functions as moralistic device 

aimed at curing the sickness of the diminishing Empire through the nurturing of English 

manhood.
17

 This didactic approach to the portrayal of illness lost momentum after the 

Edwardian period; however, in recent decades there has been a marked resurgence in the 

appearance of serious illness in Children’s Literature that bridges the gap between the 

extremes of the Victorian and Edwardian approaches. As Marilyn Chandler McEntyre argues, 
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the genre is filling with ‘intelligent treatments of hard issues that do not talk down to young 

people’.
18

 The growing sense of realism in children’s fiction is arguably due to its ability to 

offer ‘an avenue through which the reader can dabble or experiment to learn more about the 

topic without personally experiencing it in real life’.
19

 In a move seemingly antithetical to 

Sontag’s desire to remove metaphor from illness, recent Children’s Literature – such as 

Patrick Ness’s A Monster Calls (2011), John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars (2012) to be 

discussed – has embraced the potential that metaphor and ‘stories’ offer to provide its young 

readers with a representation of cancer that is truthful and aids in facilitating understanding, 

seemingly without actively participating in a wider cultural agenda.
20

 Although the disciplines 

of disability studies and Children’s Literature have merged over the last decade or so, few 

academic studies have considered terminal illness in the context of Children’s Literature, 

which has nevertheless been embraced by various children’s authors. I therefore wished to 

consider firstly the very use of terminal illness and the employment of metaphors to illustrate 

it in children’s books, but furthermore to consider that these metaphors must be monitored to 

ensure that their depiction of cancer is ‘truthful’. I will be echoing the point made by the 

monstrous yew tree of A Monster Calls, arguing that in Children’s Literature ‘stories 

[metaphors] are important […] they can be more important than anything. If they carry the 

truth.’(168) A truth that is direct character experience, as opposed to ‘truths’ that are 

communicated by established metaphorical clichés that have been ascribed the wider cultural 

connotations of disease that Sontag warns against.  

 

Honesty regarding patient experience is presented as best policy in young adult texts that 

discuss cancer, such as The Fault in Our Stars and Jenny Downham’s Before I Die (2007) in 

which a terminally ill teenager makes a ‘bucket list’ of things she wants to achieve before she 

dies.
21

 However, for a story to achieve “honesty” requires a certain level of understanding of 

death and illness by its readers and may fail where the child reader does not understand, or 

fully comprehend, the subject discussed. This issue of the space between context and 

understanding was explored in Morris Gleitzman’s Two Weeks with the Queen (1990). 

Although this text is a much earlier precursor of the movement by children’s texts to deal with 

terminal cancer, it addresses the issue of terminal disease and metaphor for children within 

the same historical and cultural context in which Sontag was writing AIDS and Its Metaphors: 

Gleitzman’s text also contains the first appearance of an AIDS sufferer in Children’s 

Literature, highlighting its deep sense of cultural awareness. Despite the fact that the assumed 

understanding in Two Weeks with the Queen is pitched at a simpler level for younger readers, 

in this case for readers aged 9+, the text manages to utilise the metaphor constructively. Two 

Weeks with the Queen tells the story of a precocious boy, named Colin, whose parents send 

him to England from Australia to stay with his uncle and aunt because his two-year-old 

brother, Luke, is dying of cancer. Although Colin is aware of this fact, he struggles at first to 

understand the severity of the situation and concocts several hare-brained schemes to save his 

brother, including asking the Queen to send her best doctors, before managing to find his way 

back home to Australia to see his brother in the hospital. 

In her introduction to the text, Julia Eccleshare claims that the book ‘examines how 

children are told – or most commonly not told about death in an honest way’.
22

 Through the 

comic misunderstandings of his protagonist, Gleitzman constructs a text that is made up of 

multiple layers of understanding to communicate the realities of cancer to his younger 

audience in a way that is neither threatening, nor intimidating. So whilst Susan Sontag argues 

that illness has been ‘landscaped’ with ‘lurid metaphors’ and cultural significances, Gleitzman 

caters for his character Colin who has little understanding of cancer at its most basic level, as 

a disease.
 23

 He has no conception of these socially ascribed meanings and the behaviours that 

these meanings foster, such as the ‘conventions of concealment’; ‘conventions’ which dictate 
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that it is socially inappropriate to discuss cancer.
24

 ‘“Mum said that word isn’t to be 

mentioned in this house while you’re here”’ (Two Weeks 50) explains Alistair, Colin’s cousin, 

to a perplexed Colin, but without explaining why it is taboo. Thus even the word “cancer” 

itself becomes a negative metaphor for all the fear and anger of Colin’s parents, but leaving 

him without an appropriate lexicon in which to discuss it. Throughout the text Colin becomes 

increasingly aware of a silence imposed on the discussion of cancer by adult society: his aunt 

refuses to hear the word, the businessman he sits next to on his flight to London refuses to 

engage in conversation about it and his parents ‘put on a Brave Face’ (22). While his brother 

is in hospital for tests, Colin notices that his father is avoiding talking about his brother’s 

illness when his conversation becomes consciously focused on breakfast: ‘Why’s he saying 

that…he’s never said “Mmmm I’m starving” before’ (21). Gleitzman constructs Colin’s 

thought process in such a way that the differences between the socially conscious adults and 

the child are highlighted: ‘Kids could cry, or throw up […] adults had to put on a Brave Face’ 

(22). The child is yet to be subjected to adult codes of socially acceptable behaviour; he can 

‘cry, or throw up’ and as such he is able to react (without comprehension) in ways that adults 

cannot. Sontag argues that ‘lying to and by cancer patients is a measure of how much harder it 

has become in advanced industrial societies to come to terms with death’.
25

 However, despite 

his difficulty in grasping the connotations of the disease itself, Colin is able to articulate 

certain frustrations of terminal illness in an ‘advanced industrial society’: ‘How dare they 

drive cars with automatic aerials and dual anti-lock braking systems and wipers on the 

headlamps when they couldn’t even cure cancer?’ (93). For Colin it is unthinkable that 

modern technology has ‘cured’ the problem of excess water on headlamps before curing 

terminal disease. Colin does not understand the complications of developing medical research 

compared with developing car technology and, as such, he states the hypocrisy that he sees. 

As a child he is able to voice this hypocrisy, as opposed to blurring it with so-called ‘adult 

understanding’ that perpetuates the idea that this difference in technological advancement is 

not hypocrisy, but a complexity beyond simple equation. This blurring that transforms Colin’s 

recognition of hypocrisy into the adult equivalent of reasoning (as to whether or not a curative 

technological advancement is feasible), is an example of the lies that adult cancer patients 

hear and convince themselves of in order to find it easier to come to terms with death. 

Unfettered by this adult reasoning, Colin is free to reveal the hypocrisy that technological 

advancement has masked. 

         Despite being asked directly by his mother, ‘“Don’t you understand? [...] Luke’s going 

to die”’ (35), Colin cannot grasp the meaning of this statement, having been incorrectly 

convinced that his brother was suffering from ‘gastric’ (35). Colin exhibits the classic 

behaviours that Freud described in this seminal work The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) in 

which, for the older child, there is an implicit need to compete in intellectual one-upmanship 

in order to criticize the ‘superfluous’ other, the younger child. Although Colin’s hostility is 

not quite as pronounced as some of Freud’s examples, the sibling rivalry is apparent as he 

refuses to believe that Luke is experiencing something that he, as the older child, cannot 

understand. Colin’s theories as to the nature of his brother’s illness are humorous due to the 

childish conviction with which he expresses them, for example: ‘“You can faint from 

overeating […] medical fact. I’ve done it with jelly snakes”’ (11) and ‘cricket […] batting is 

specially good for gastric because it strengthens the bowel muscles’ (26). Where he has a 

fundamental lack of understanding Colin fills this gap with his own interests: ‘jelly snakes’ 

and ‘cricket’. The blending of his own interests with mock medical language indicates that 

Colin wants to understand his brother’s illness as the adults do, but it needs to be explained in 

his own terms.  
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 The way in which Colin has interpreted his brother’s illness indicates, not only the 

ingrained sibling rivalry between older and younger child, but also the gulf between the child 

and the adult understanding of death. Freud observes that 

 
the child’s idea of death has little but the word in common with our own…the child knows 

nothing of the horrors of decay, of shivering in the cold grave, of the terror of the infinite 

Nothing, the thought of which the adult, of all the myths of the hereafter testify, finds so 

intolerable…being dead means, for the child, who has been spared the suffering that precedes 
death, much the same as being gone, ceasing to annoy the survivors.

26
 

 

The child’s failure to understand the concept of death that Colin’s parents find ‘so intolerable’ 

gives agency to the writers of Children’s Literature who attempt to bridge the gap between the 

child’s understanding of, in this case, a rival ‘ceasing to annoy the survivors’ and the actuality 

of death.  

         Although Colin’s misunderstandings are very funny, they are also tragic as he fails to 

grasp the significance of the factual explanation that he has been given about cancer. When 

the businessman he is sat next to on the flight ‘shift[s] in his seat and [gives] another grunt of 

pain’ with indigestion, Colin asks ‘“Is that a bit of cancer?”, unaware that ‘it’s not a very 

pleasant topic’ (41). Colin proceeds to explain to the businessman that ‘“Cancer […] it’s 

where cells start growing too fast inside your body and your whole system can go bung”’ 

(41). Colin’s rudimentary description of cancer is technically correct; however, it is clear 

from his inappropriate mention of ‘cancer’ in conversation that he has failed to understand the 

significance of cancer as a serious, and potentially terminal, illness. The layers of 

understanding and ironic misunderstanding that create humour allow the intended reader to 

access an honest discussion of cancer that is non-threatening. Two Weeks with the Queen 

demonstrates that cancer needs to be explained to children in their “own terms” – through 

story and metaphor – in order to aid understanding.
27

  

In contrast to Two Weeks with the Queen, the exploration of metaphor in The Fault in Our 

Stars allows for metaphor to be truly interrogated and manipulated by its protagonists, this is 

perhaps because it is a text meant for young adult readers who are assumed to already possess 

some understanding of cancer, or at least a more stable grasp on serious mortality issues.  

‘[The Fault in Our Stars] is simply a truthful depiction of love, loss, and the life of a young 

girl who has cancer’ suggests a child reviewer, as part of The Guardian’s ‘by kids, for kids’ 

online book reviewing community.
28

 A large range of sites collecting reviews has indicated 

that it is the ‘truthful’ quality of the novel that the reviewer responds to foremost. The Fault in 

Our Stars (2012) is an American young adult novel told from the perspective of sixteen-year-

old Hazel who has terminal cancer; this presents the reader with a slightly different dynamic 

in terms of relating the experience of cancer to the representation found in Two Weeks With 

The Queen and A Monster Calls, as this is a narrative provided by the patient, with aims other 

than the dissemination of cancer to child relatives of sufferers. The Fault in Our Stars differs 

in the way that metaphor is not only a means of explanation, but also a medium through 

which the patient may understand and construct their own patient narrative. Hazel has been 

terminal for several years and has grown disillusioned and chronically bored, but this changes 

when she meets Augustus Waters at a teenage cancer support group who changes her outlook 

on her disease. The novel presents cancer in a strikingly blunt manner that consciously rejects 

the linguistic sentimentality that might detract from its ‘truthful depiction.’ As the protagonist 

introduces herself to her support group, she describes herself as: ‘Hazel […] Sixteen. Thyroid 

originally but with an impressive and long-settled satellite colony in my lungs.’ (5). By 

removing the qualifier from her diagnosis, her introduction becomes ambiguous, as it is 

unclear whether Hazel perceives herself as suffering from thyroid cancer or whether she 

believes that the cancer has become as much a part of her identity as her age. The use of the 
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word ‘impressive’ is jarring and dramatizes Hazel’s self-conscious rejection of sentimentality 

and the adoption of a detached scientific approach. Where language appears to be verging on 

the sentimental in the novel it is repeatedly taken to the extreme only to be violently undercut 

by the overriding sarcasm of the narrative voice. For example: ‘[W]e, as young cancer 

survivors, were sitting right in Christ’s very sacred heart and whatever’ (4) and ‘[T]he 

flowers. They were aggressively orange, almost too orange to be pretty’ (83). The exchange 

which takes place when Augustus first holds Hazel’s hand exemplifies this rejection of 

sentimentality in a comical, medically accurate, exchange: 

 
‘“Cold”  

…“Not cold so much as underoxygenated” 
“I love it when you talk medical to me”’ (34) 

 

Hazel’s uncompromising insistence on literal meaning, even during romantic exchanges, 

works not only as a rejection of the mawkish, but, secondly, it creates the expectation that 

what is being presented to the reader by Hazel is, through the application of her own 

standards, also ‘literal’ – that it is truthful – and an honest portrayal of cancer.  

         In a recent interview, author John Green remarked that ‘our literature has enough novels 

that glorify suffering as transcendentally beautiful’ and suggested that his aim was, instead, 

‘to tell an honest story’.
29

 Considering the motivation and the frankness of the narrative voice, 

it may seem somewhat contradictory that much of the novel relies on the construction, and 

deconstruction, of metaphor. In both Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and its Metaphors, Sontag 

argues that ‘the controlling metaphors in descriptions of cancer are, in fact, drawn […] from 

the language of warfare’.
30

 The distaste for military metaphor is addressed in The Fault in 

Our Stars when Hazel states: ‘I hated it when people tried to build me up to prepare for battle’ 

(216). However, instead of Sontag’s resigned analogy that treatment is weaponry in the war 

against cancer – ‘chemotherapy is chemical warfare – Hazel contradictorily describes herself 

as ‘a grenade […] and I would like to minimize the casualties’ (99).
31

 Yet, by shifting the 

application of the military metaphor, that Sontag claims ‘powerfully contributes to the 

excommunicating and stigmatising of the ill’, to the self as weapon and not the person at war 

with cancer, Hazel is able to construct and control her own separation.
32

 

         Cancer is depicted as homogenising the individual self: ‘my healthy self looked very 

little like her healthy self. But our cancer selves might’ve been sisters’ (96-97) comments 

Hazel as she looks at a photograph of Augustus’s ex-girlfriend. Lev Grossman argues that 

Hazel and Augustus ‘refuse to be tropes’ by ‘construct[ing] a new kind of cancer rhetoric’.
33

 

This rhetoric is created by ‘choos[ing] your behaviours based on their metaphorical 

resonances’ (21); enacting metaphors of their own creation is an attempt to control their 

identity construction and to avoid being made ‘tropes’ of their cancer. Augustus has a habit of 

placing a cigarette between his lips and not lighting it. He explains: ‘it’s a metaphor […] you 

put the killing thing between your teeth, but you don’t give it the power to do its killing’ (20). 

By physically denying the cigarette the power to kill him, Augustus has constructed an 

allegory that enables him to control and conquer death, thereby metaphorically conquering his 

disease and the homogenisation of his identity.  

         John Green has argued that ‘you cannot separate metaphor from reality. Metaphor is 

part of reality. Metaphor is an exploration of the nature of reality’.
34

 The metaphors that 

Augustus creates explore and manipulate his reality; they are directly related to his cancer, but 

he takes control of them by refusing to articulate the connection. For example: he comments 

that the ‘Funky Bones’ (86) sculpture that he invites Hazel to picnic by has ‘symbolic 

resonances [that] are endless’ (87). What he does not say directly is that the ‘symbolic 

resonances’ of the Funky Bones sculpture have been consciously addressed in order that the 
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reader makes the connection between the sculpture of bones and Augustus’s osteosarcoma, 

which is currently in remission, and the ever-present threat of its return. He does not convey 

its clear significance and, thereby, does not allow it to interfere with his relationship. This is 

also seen when Augustus decides that the word ‘okay’ (73) should come to mean that ‘they 

will always love each other and whatever’ (18). By ascribing this significance to the word 

‘okay’ Augustus consciously avoids the ‘whatever’ – the consequences of cancer. By 

reclaiming the metaphors that Sontag had wished to banish from the discourse of illness, The 

Fault in Our Stars ‘tell[s] an honest story’ about cancer by refusing to compromise the 

individual self to expected sentimental ‘cancer rhetoric’ through the manipulation of 

metaphor and its uncompromisingly honest narrative voice.
35

 This is a strong example of the 

socio-linguistic reclaiming of language that takes place in so much Children’s Literature, a 

process that poses a significant challenge to the totalising view presented by a ‘no metaphors’ 

anthem.  

 Patrick Ness’s A Monster Calls (2011), is a children’s novel that is structured around a 

series of ‘true’ (68) stories that are told by a monstrous yew tree to a young boy, Conor, 

whose mother is dying of cancer. ‘The yew is a healing tree’ (164) explains the monster. 

[T]he significance of the monster’s chosen form is that the drug that Conor’s mother is 

prescribed in the course of the novel ‘is actually made from yew trees’ (156), but, the 

monstrous yew tree and the drugs that are derived from it cannot save Conor’s mother. The 

healing that the monster offers is spiritual, or at least mental, healing through his stories; 

helping Conor to understand and face his own feelings regarding his mother’s cancer. The 

monster’s stories function, as Frank Cottrell Boyce noted in his review of the novel, ‘like 

New Testament parables, by wrongfooting you’.
36

 The extended metaphors of the three 

stories explain to Conor that ‘many things that are true feel like a cheat’ (84), ‘belief is half of 

all healing’ (135), and that his suffering is not invisible – ‘I will make them see me’ (176). It 

is within the context of metaphor that Conor is able to face the realities of his mother’s cancer  

without trauma.  

         The monster’s first story exemplifies how the fantastic space of the text – the monster’s 

stories – is used to explore popular misconceptions about cancer, namely, that the disease is a 

punishment.
37

 The story depicts a young prince who finds his intended – a farmer’s daughter 

– stabbed underneath a ‘giant yew tree’ (75) which happens to be the same monster speaking 

to Conor. He blames the queen – a witch – and incites a mob of villagers to lynch her. As he 

listens, Conor comments that he ‘hope[s] this story ends with you [the monster] ripping her 

[the queen’s] head off’ (76). Ness provides a commentary of Conor’s thoughts as the stories 

are told that mirrors the expectations of the reader. However, instead of ‘ripping her head off’, 

the monster saves the queen by picking her up as she is about to be burnt at the stake by the 

mob because it is revealed the prince had stabbed his intended to have villagers depose the 

queen for him. ‘Kingdoms get the princes they deserve, farmer’s daughters die for no reason, 

and sometimes witches merit saving’ (84) explains the monster. The meaning behind the 

extended metaphor of the story is that truth is neither good nor evil and it is not 

straightforward. The purpose of the story was that Conor, and the reader who has been 

following his thought process, needs to understand that his mother’s cancer is not a 

punishment, but a quirk of fate.  

        The monster explains to Conor; ‘You will tell me a fourth [story] […] and it will be the 

truth…your truth…the thing you are most afraid of’ (52). Thus the storytelling culminates in 

Conor himself telling his ‘truth’, the truth that he has refused to articulate in the course of the 

novel, that he ‘can’t stand knowing that she’ll go! [he] want[s] it to be finished!’ (220). It is 

only at the novel’s end that Conor acknowledges that his mother will die. ‘The word ‘cancer’ 

is not used once in A Monster Calls’ observes Odhran O’Donoghue, and, indeed, conversation 

abruptly ends when there is any technical discussion of cancer in the text, for example: ‘It’s 
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just this new round of – ’ (28).
 38

 Conor cannot face his ‘truth’ until the novel’s end; this 

inability to face his feelings is perpetuated by the adults in the novel who refuse to answer his 

questions: ‘“There’s something else…isn’t there?”… She didn’t say anything, just held onto 

him’ (101). When his father visits him, he tells Conor that he’s ‘going to need to be real, real 

brave’ (112). However, as his mother’s cancer has not been discussed, telling Conor to ‘be 

real, real brave’ does not hold any meaning for him: ‘“That’s what everyone says…as if it 

means anything” (116). Due to a code of silence, Sontag’s ‘conventions of concealment’, that 

forbids the discussion of cancer, meaning and ‘truth’ (222) can only be constructed in the 

fantastic space of the monster’s stories.
39

 In A Monster Calls it is actually the metaphor that 

carries the truth about the consequences of cancer and the feelings that arise from it – a truth 

that is, as a child reviewer described it, ‘like a cold slap to your cheek’ – startling, but very 

real.
40

 

The ‘image’ and understanding that metaphor conjures in the text has been enhanced by 

Ness on a literal level in its award-winning illustrated incarnation published in 2012. The 

illustrated edition features black and white illustrations, drawn by the artist Jim Kay, which 

shrink to page corners and expand to double page spreads, where the fantastical is kept at bay 

and where it intrudes upon Conor’s narrative respectively. There is a long established link 

between picture and understanding that comes into play when the child reader is faced with 

both text and image. In The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response Wolfgang Isler 

theorised that ‘the reader acts as co-creator of the work by supplying that portion of it that is 

not written, but only implied’. Which suggests, as Laurence R. Sipe infers, that guided by 

Isler ‘we can think of readers filling in some of the gaps in the verbal text of a picture book 

with information from the illustrations and of readers using information from the verbal text 

to fill in some of the gaps of the illustrations’.
41

 The function of the illustrations in the 2012 

edition of A Monster Calls is to allow for the representation of emotions and ideas, perhaps 

too difficult to grasp in text alone, to become physical and actualised – to fill in the gaps 

between emotion and textual expression.  

 The novel opens with the line ‘The monster showed up just after midnight. As they do’ 

(11), this striking opening is accompanied in this edition of the text by the opposing page that 

depicts a graveyard at night eerily watched over by an imposing black figure. The monster is 

connected to death from the outset of the novel and, while this connection is not explicitly 

referred to in the text accompanying the image, the repetition of ‘the nightmare’ (11) that 

haunts Conor suggests to the reader that the connection between ‘the nightmare’, the monster 

and death, is to be made. It is often through the interplay of image with text that an additional 

level of metaphor is created whereby an image is presented as a means of representation for 

something difficult to express and, since the illustrations are somewhat conceptual in their 

style and appear only in relation to the fantastical, they do not undermine the novel’s mantra 

of ‘truth’, arguably through the complete absence of language these images can present ‘truth’ 

without the ‘semiological baggage’ of written metaphor.     

 The fourth tale, in which Conor must tell the monster his ‘truth’ contains two of the most 

striking images of the text, perhaps as a means to assist in the ultimate revelation of Conor’s 

true feelings regarding the terminal illness of his mother. Before the first of these double-page 

illustrations the final line on the page reads, ‘the real monster was coming’ (185), the reader 

then turns the page to reveal a dark scene in which the black figure of a child is crawling 

through a forest towards a cliff edge on top of which stands a white female figure in the 

distance (186-187). The narrative returns and it is revealed that in the nightmare Conor is 

crawling towards the figure of his mother who balances on the cliff’s edge, only to fall 

because of Conor’s initial refusal to reveal his story, ‘“NO!” Conor screamed one more time – 

And his mother fell’ (191), which leads the reader to the second of the chapter’s double-page 

illustrations. The second illustration (192-3) displays the black silhouette of the child reaching 
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over the cliff as the white figure that we know to represent Conor’s mother falls into a 

swirling grey abyss; neither of the figures hold any power against this abyss as they are 

powerless against cancer. It is only through Conor’s admission of his wish that his mother’s 

suffering will end, despite the fact that this means losing her, that the reader regains the 

unillustrated. In the illustrated edition of A Monster Calls image creates a means to express 

those truths that language cannot, it is only through learning to express true emotions in 

regards to his dying mother that Conor is able to escape the images and to regain control of 

the text.  

 

Metaphor and ‘stories’ are essential in offering a truthful depiction of cancer that can be 

understood by the younger reader. The successful depiction of cancer in Two Weeks with the 

Queen, The Fault in Our Stars and A Monster Calls depends on an absolute adherence to 

truth, despite the codes of silence and sentimentality that Sontag observes in Illness as 

Metaphor regarding cancer. Paradoxically, in Children’s Literature ‘truth’ is best 

communicated through metaphor. However, these metaphors have to have been constructed 

with the aim of communicating the realities of the disease as opposed to perpetuating the 

‘lurid metaphors’ that have been ascribed to cancer. Sontag’s notion, discussed earlier that 

metaphors are unavoidable, but there are certain ones ‘we might well abstain from or try to 

retire’ (91). Children’s Literature is a space in which new metaphors must be created to 

discuss cancer and it is in Children’s Literature that the old, submissive, metaphors Sontag 

refers to may be ‘retire[d]’.  The rejection of metaphor in Illness as Metaphor is the aimed at 

protecting a patient, who possesses an ‘adult’ understanding of the cultural connotations of 

the disease; it asks that patients are not stigmatised by the wider implications of clichéd 

metaphor. Where there is a lesser understanding of the full implications of the disease and its 

cultural context, there is the freedom to create new metaphorical forms of understanding. Of 

course, with the discussion of Children’s Literature it is essential to address the question of 

whether as written by adults, it can ever truly escape from its didactic beginnings; the child 

patient can only be freed from the metaphorical trappings of the adult patient if presented with 

metaphor that conveys the truth, as understood by experience. It is for this reason that, in 

children’s literature, ‘stories are important […] they can be more important than anything. If 

they carry the truth.’
42
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