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Abstract

J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, which had once taken the world of children’s 

literature by storm, has been, over the years, subjected to various types of critical dissection 

including feminist literary criticism. However, this paper wishes to explore how much of the 

criticism against this novel---of them having a sexist basis, of them being a purely “boys’ 

novels”, of being literary works with which girls can hardly associate themselves---is 

unfounded. After all, it is not fair to generalize on the basis of stray incidents and a closer 

study of the text proves beyond doubt that the

 Harry Potter series is neither “boys’ novels” nor “girls’ novels”; rather they are novels about 

human beings and their battle against the forces of evil and that is exactly what we propose to 

prove through this paper.



“Harry Potter” is more of a phenomenon than a children’s literature series that had reigned 

over world of magical tales for over a decade.  In 1997, when the first edition of the first 

book of the series—“Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone” appeared, though only in a 

limited edition of 500 copies only--- it had immediately attracted the attention of readers—

children as well as adults and critics and the so called Potter-Maniacs have always been 

consumed by almost a burning sense of excitement every time a new book or movie of the 

series was released. The novel did not take long to reach the top of the best-sellers’ list and 

six sequels followed one after the other, the seventh one, which completed the series, making 

its appearance in book-shops July 20071

The criticism that the first novel received was, on the whole, positive, but since the 

third volume of the series, the amount of negative criticism increased in direct proportion to 

the popularity of the series. Therefore, it goes without saying that the books of the series 

would also be exposed to some amount of feminist dissection as has been done by Heilman 

(2003), Fry (2001) and Croft (2009). Keeping in tune with the vast differences between the 

different feminist theories, it is no wonder that different literary critics would subject the text 

of the “Harry Potter” series to various types of feminist deconstruction. While some critics, 

for example, have alleged that the Harry Potter series has an explicit sexist base, others have 

attempted an investigation of how many of the female characters of the series resist any kind 

of marginalization and try to analyse the source of their strength to do so. 

Traditionally, it is cannot be denied that most fairy tales and literature suffer from an 

absence of strong female roles. According to Heilman (2003), the Harry Potter series too is 

no exception and not only does it portray males in the two lead roles of the hero and the 

villain (Harry and Lord Voldemort respectively), she (Heilman) had difficulty in finding 

females to relate to because the stories are dominated by male characters. It is true that 

Hermione Granger, no matter how important a character she is, is not comparable to Harry 

Potter in magnificence nor can Bellatrix Lestrange be a match for Lord Voldemort in villainy. 

Therefore, there appears to be some truth in Heilman’s argument that not only are 

“males…represented more often, but they are [also] depicted as wiser, braver, more powerful 

and more fun than the females.” (Heilman, p 223). Even though, in the wizarding world, 

many mothers are shown to support their families, it also remains a fact that the two major 

nuclear families portrayed in the novels, the Weasleys and the Dursleys, have stay-at-home 

mothers and employed, head-of-the-household fathers. (Heilman, p. 230). 

But the cause of Heilman’s major disappointment is the portrayal of the main female 

character of the series---Hermione Granger. Contrary to the male characters, Hermione is 



often shown to be afraid and to break down into sobs in the face of emergencies and dangers. 

In the first novel, for instance, Hermione is shown to cower with fear on seeing a troll, so that 

the boys (Harry and Ron) had to rescue her: 

 “[Hermione] was still flat against the wall, her mouth open with terror.” 

(“Philosopher’s Stone”: 130). Terri Doughty further claims that girls are represented as anti-

intellectual, interested mostly in magic of the lower order as taught in the Divination classes.3

That Hermione’s knowledge is undoubtedly given importance in the novels, but only as far as 

it contributes to Harry’s adventures, not her own. Heilman also points out that the French 

student of Beuaxbaton---Fleur Delacour, who takes part in the Triwizard Championship, is 

the only female participant in the competition and it is also interesting to note that it is she 

who performs the worst in it. In fact, in the second task of the tournament, she gets entangled 

in see-weed and is unable to save her sister, which Harry (a male) does in her stead.  

Further, Heilman points out that although it would appear that the girls’ membership 

of the Quidditch teams together with the boys places both the sexes on an equal footing, 

Heilman sees this as a camouflaging of an inequality. According to her, girls scoring points 

does not mean much because the game is over (if and only if) the small, golden, flying ball, 

the snitch, is caught by the seeker and that is usually (in three teams out of the four Hogwarts 

teams) a boy. The only female seeker is Cho Chang, who is more interested in chasing her 

boyfriends instead of the snitch (Heilman, 226).  

However, it seems that Heilman is, in her claims of gender bias in the novels, is 

drawing generalizations from individual events to support her thesis without taking into 

account the gradual development of the characters over a span of seven books and that is 

almost  tantamount to an oversimplification. Firstly, reconsidering the problem of girls in the 

Quidditch teams, we, as readers, note from “Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets”

(p.85) that in the Gryffindor team there are actually four boys (Harry, Oliver, Fred and 

George) and three girls (Angelina, Katie and Alicia). The Slytherin team, on the other hand, 

has no girls at all. This fact can be a base for an entirely different reading of the situation—

that Rowling attempts to emphasise on the amorality of the Slytherin House, which, contrary 

to the Gryffindor house, which is based on democracy and equality, stands for racism and all 

kinds of inequality (including both social and gender).

Secondly, Heilman’s views about Hermione cannot really be agreed with, because it 

seems to be based on the assumption that Hermione is a static character, which she is not. She 

is a character who evolves gradually over the span of the seven years which the series spans. 

Although in the first novel the boys had indeed saved Hermione from a troll during the 



Hallowe’en feast, in all the further adventures and clashes with evil, Hermione plays a crucial 

role and becomes indispensable in the fight against evil on the side of good. It is she who 

rescues the boys from the Devil’s Snare in the first book (Philosopher’s Stone, p.202) and 

solves the tricky puzzle of the right bottle which enables Harry to reach the last chamber to 

battle Quirrell. (Philosopher’s Stone, p.207) It is again Hermione who enables Harry to 

escape the clutches of Dolores Umbridge and escape into the Forbidden Forest in the fifth 

part.( Order of the Phoenix p.659)  But her most significant contribution comes in the final 

novel of the series where Hermione saves the lives of her friends at least thrice. (Deathly 

Hallows p. 138, 344, 362).

It is undeniable that in the first novel, Hermione had not yet learnt to share her 

knowledge with others without alienating them in the process. Therefore, this eleven year old 

had disgusted everyone with her boastful nature and by her telling everyone on the train to 

Hogwarts that she had read numerous books, that she knew everything about almost 

everything and that she was intimately acquainted with the Harry’s history. But it doesn’t 

take Hermione long to grow out of the stereotype of the geek woman and very soon, we come 

to associate her with abilities usually attributed to male heroes----- a process that could be 

termed as androgenisation. She gradually assumes the status of the perfect embodiment of a 

situation where possessing information and knowledge leads to power. Moreover, it is not 

Hermione’s fault but, to use Ionesco’s term, the “rhinoceritis” of others that her dedication to 

the rights of other beings, the poor and the minorities, manifested through her fierce fight for 

the rights of the House-Elves does not reverberate well with her colleagues. As Meredith 

Cherland has pointed out, throughout the series, we see various Hermione’s---“We see 

Hermione the giggler, Hermione the helpful and capable, Hermione the emotionally 

expressive and Hermione the clever.”2 She may not fight in the same ways as the boys, but 

she is a strong powerful female who would not tolerate injustice. When Malfoy, seeing 

Hagrid crying, remarks in a sarcastic voice “Have you ever seen anything quite as pathetic?” 

(“The Prisoner of Azkaban, p. 216), the first person who comes to his defence is none other 

than Hermione; she slaps Malfoy, pulls out her wand and is ready to fight him on an equal 

footing, even though she never unnecessarily jinxes anyone just for the fun of it as Sirius 

Black and James Potter had been in the habit of doing.  Even though it is true that 

Hermione’s sense of justice had obviously been based on rules, interpersonal relations and 

friendships are equally important to her. After the combat with the troll in “The Philosopher’s 

Stone”, Hermione openly lies to Professor McGonagall in order to save Harry and Ron from 

punishment. This is an obvious instance where Hermione, who generally abides by rules and 



also encourages (and even, to some extent, nags) others to do so, breaks them to care for her 

friends. (The Philosopher’s Stone, p.232). In another case, she saves the hippogriff Buckbeak 

from execution, again to, firstly, protect an innocent animal from being executed and 

secondly, out of care for her friend Hagrid.  

Through the character of Hermione Granger, Rowling has successfully developed the 

character of an eleven year old child who transforms herself into a young woman and who 

throughout the series is able to resist, to use the words of Beauvoir “becom[ing] a woman[or 

a witch, in this case]” even though she had been born one. Never does Hermione retreat into 

passivity and silence because she is not afraid of the world dominated by men. 

A brief analysis of the other women characters sufficiently proves that the allegation 

against Rowling of having portrayed only weak, submissive and only stereotypical women in 

her novel is completely baseless. The variety in the portrayal of women characters is amply 

proved by the fact that whereas Lily Potter, Molly Weasley and Madam Pomfrey embody 

motherly love, Bellatrix Lestrange, old friend and loyal follower of Lord Voldemort; Rita 

Skeeter, the troublemaking tabloid reporter; and Dolores Umbridge, employee at the Ministry 

of Magic, are all worthy of great hatred. In fact, Rowling in her sixth novel, very deftly pits 

two similar and yet different women against each other. Narcissa Malfoy, escorted by her 

sister Bellatrix, begs Professor Snape for help, because evil Voldemort has chosen her son 

Draco to perform some sinister task. Narcissa is wife to Lucius Malfoy, one of Voldemort's 

most faithful followers, but she is also a mother and implores (Half-Blood Prince: 38): " 

‘Severus ... please ... you are, you have always been, Draco's favourite teacher ... you are 

Lucius's old friend ... I beg you ... ...’ When Snape said nothing, Narcissa seemed to lose what 

little self-restraint she still possessed. Standing up, she staggered to Snape and seized the 

front of his robes. Her face close to his, her tears falling on to his chest, she gasped, ‘you 

could do it’”.

Her sister Bellatrix, on the other hand, does not share her opinion: 

"You should be proud!" said Bellatrix ruthlessly. "If I had sons, I would be glad to 

give them up to the service of the Dark Lord!"  

The argument between sisters continues throughout the chapter. Rowling represents 

both the characters are intentionally as a part as well as apart from the typical stereotypical 

view of women. Their behaviour is impulsive, and they embody two opposing currents of the 

female psyche as seen from the male perspective - the caring mother willing to do anything 

for her children (but also willing to inflict pain and destruction in order to protect their 

offspring); and the evil and unscrupulous follower of evil. 



The obsession of men with outer appearance is also shown in the chapter where Ron 

and Harry discuss who to invite for the ball (Goblet of Fire: 344):

“‘We should get a move on, you know… ask someone. … We don't want to end up with a 

pair of trolls’

Hermione let out a splutter of indignation. ‘A pair of what, excuse me?’ 

 ‘Well - you know,’ said Ron, shrugging, ‘I'd rather go alone than with - with Eloise 

Midgeon, say.’ 

 ‘Her acne's loads better lately - and she's really nice!’ 

 ‘Her nose is off-centre,’ said Ron. 

‘Oh, I see,’ Hermione said, bristling. ‘So basically, you're going to take the best-looking girl 

who'll have you, even if she's completely horrible?’ 

 ‘Er - yeah, that sounds about right,’ said Ron.’” 

However, the very fact that Rowling's intention is not to criticise only men when boys 

are captivated by the Bulgarian Veela and the French girl Fleur Delacour and that she shows 

girls to be equally infatuated with the self-obsessed Professor Lockhart in the second volume 

of the series amply proves that Rowling had never intended to show in her novel “men” or 

“women”, but only “human beings”, with all their peculiarities and shortcomings. As shown 

in the above examples, it is not true that Rowling portrays only women in a negative light, 

and if there are some discrepancies in her approach to describing boys and girls, it can be 

excused as unintentional. If Rowling had attempted to divide her attention between men and 

women mathematically, this would have reflected on the general construction of the novels 

and would lead to a considerable sense of artificiality and the very fact that she had not done 

it makes the Harry Potter-series much more than a set of fairy tales, it gives them a larger 

than life status and makes them a saga of human life---- which touches us and burns us.
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