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One of the best ways to learn about a culture is to study what it dreams of.  Knowing what a society wishes for indicates what it is not as well as what it deems valuable.  Science fiction and fantasy books express the wishes and hopes of the culture which produces them and reflects years of cultural history through a lens colored with modern philosophies and ideals.  In order to understand children of the early twenty first century, one must consider the tremendous impact of J. K. Rowling and her series of books about Harry Potter.  Tales from the halls of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry dominate children’s literature of the current era.  In a world where realism rules, these magical fantasies stimulate children’s imaginations which have been all but suffocated by television.  The Harry Potter books reflect a modern society that has run out of wonder and suffers a desperate need for magical escapism.


The Harry Potter series steeped in folklore makes room for all types of magical creatures, traditional magic paraphernalia, and paranormal phenomena, which already exist as cultural heirlooms of common knowledge.    Things commonly associated with Halloween witches like pointed, black hats, flying broomsticks, cauldrons, potions, and of course, magic wands are all a part of Harry’s world.  J. K. Rowling uses these universal clichés as a foundation and then without completely contradicting popular beliefs, she embellishes each item to suit her world.  For example, in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, Rowling goes into detail about how a wand is made from one of three possible, magical cores (phoenix feather, hair of a unicorn, or heartstrings from a dragon), surrounded by a hollowed out shaft of wood of varying types and lengths.  By building on the cliché, Rowling takes the traditional magic wand and makes it her own.


The magical creatures also come from a broad spectrum of fairytales, myths, and other traditional sources.  Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets features a basilisk, a mythical reptile that causes death with a single glance, garden gnomes, which are “small and leathery looking, with a large, knobby, bald head exactly like a potato” and not “like fat little Santa Clauses with fishing rods” (J. K. Rowling, p. 36-37), and Fawkes, the phoenix.  In Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, Rowling again displays her knowledge of mythic creatures, but by the fourth volume, her readers allow her more latitude in adapting traditional descriptions.  A tribe of merpeople (mermaids and mermen) lives at the bottom of the lake on the Hogwarts’ grounds.  J. K. Rowling deviates from tradition and writes, “The merpeople had grayish skin and long, wild, dark green hair.  Their eyes were yellow, as were their broken teeth, and they wore thick ropes of pebbles around their necks.”  (Rowling, p. 497)  She also introduces a creature called a sphinx, which in Greek mythology was a winged monster that killed anyone that could not answer a riddle it put to him.   Rowling’s sphinx does this, putting a riddle to Harry, which he solves, however this sphinx is not winged and resembles the Egyptian version of this creature as it has the body of a lion and the head of a woman.


In Harry’s world, unexplained phenomena like ghosts and poltergeists, as well as psychic powers like fortune telling and astrology have a home.  Anything that is undefined, unexplained, and generally disbelieved by most rational human beings may reside at Hogwarts.  There are werewolves that transform by the light of the moon, vampires, goblins, trolls, pixies, elves and boggarts in the closet.  By putting no boundaries around her wizardly world, Rowling allows readers to bring everything from their own imaginations (no need to check your baggage at the door).  


Aside from the creatures and icons of folklore, Harry Potter’s situation is derived from fairytales.  Critic Alison Lurie in her article “Not for Muggles” from the New York Review of Books, likens Harry’s situation to Cinderella and other similar fairytales.

When we meet him, [Harry] he is ten years old and in the classic Cinderlad situation: a poor, lonely orphan, despised and abused. …Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia are as cruel to Harry as any fair-tale stepparent: they feed him poorly and clothe him shabbily; they make him sleep in a dark spider-infested cupboard under the stairs and destroy his mail.  Even worse is their son Dudley, a spoiled, overweight, greedy bully who, with the help of his large and hateful friends, makes Harry’s school and home life actively miserable.  (Lurie, p. 6-8)

Harry like so many other orphaned heroes is good, honest, and likeable.  The stark contrast between Harry and his relatives is a device used frequently in stories written for children so that they can immediately identify the hero.  As with Cinderella, Snow White, and Hansel and Gretal, Harry’s reality is harsh.  He leaves his reality behind and enters a world of magic where he faces the forces of evil, usually in the form of his nemesis Lord Voldemort.  Like his predecessors, Harry survives his trials because he is good.  Each book in the series gets progressively darker and more dangerous as Harry ages, but the basic recipe remains the same.


Some of J. K. Rowling’s characters resemble characters from other works.  J. R. R. Tolkien’s Gandalf is the archetypal good wizard.  Rowling renames him Professor Dumbledore, but lets him keep his long, silvery hair and beard.  Young Potter fans will most likely find this comforting when they graduate to The Lord of the Rings.  Lord Voldemort, whose name “neatly combines the ideas of theft, mold, and death,” was, like Harry, a mistreated orphan.  (Lurie p. 6-8)  However, unlike Harry, Voldemort was “a great wizard who has gone over, as George Lucas would recognize, to the dark side.”  (Andrew Stuttaford, p. 60).  Much the way Darth Vader, Saruman, and Lucifer were seduced by the trappings of power, so too was Lord Voldemort who is as black as Dumbledore, or Gandalf is white.  The two wizards embody the forces of good and evil in a symbolic metaphor even a young reader can recognize.


Despite the usual clear definition of good and evil, fantasy writings have a rather unfortunate legacy, which Harry Potter has inherited.  Conservative Christians, especially in America, attack the fantasy genre objecting to magic elements, Harry Potter being no exception.  An anonymous critic from Christian Century, in an article titled “Wizards and Muggles” refutes the idea that “Harry Potter” is anti-Christian.

But some Christian parents are suspicious of works so full of sorcery and witchcraft.  The New York Times reports that some evangelical ministers have begun to preach against Harry, and that the use of the books in schools has been challenged in eight states.  Some parents argue that, given the books’ embrace of magic, their use by schools amounts to an unconstitutional endorsement of religion.  …Such critics are right in thinking that fantasy writing is powerful and needs to be taken seriously.  But we strongly doubt that it fosters an attachment to evil powers.  Harry Potter’s world, in any case, is a moral one: there are clear differences between good wizards and evil ones, and the virtues of courage and generosity are pitted against the vices and spitefulness.  (Christian Century, p. 1155)

Christian groups attacked Frank L. Baum’s books about OZ for similar reasons, as well as countless others in the fantasy genre.  A deeply rooted fear of witchcraft, inherited from European settlers still lingers in pockets of American society.  J. K. Rowling suggests in her books, that magic is a trade, an inborn talent that needs training and study.  She never implies that magic is a religion.  In fact, most of the characters in her books are Christians.  All students have the option to leave school for Christmas and Easter holidays, during which they celebrate with Christmas presents and crackers, and giant Easter eggs full of sweets.  Rowling sticks to the more secular rituals of the holiday, intentionally avoiding the question of religious worship.


On the other hand, J. K. Rowling does teach moral lessons.  From simple themes like loyalty, honesty, and tolerance, to more complex themes about making the right choice even when it is more difficult to do so.  Identity is the central issue in Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets.  During adolescents, children begin to form their identity.  Harry is twelve during his second year at school, and throughout most of this book.  Many of his readers are approximately his age.  Harry suffers from an identity crisis, believing that he is destined to follow a path of evil and most children can easily relate to him as they are at a similar stage in their own development.  Dumbledore with a few chosen words tells Harry and all the children who read about him, that every individual has the power to form his or her own identity:  “It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are, far more than our abilities.”  (Rowling, p. 333)   

 
As a child develops his or her self-concept, he or she begins to understand race.  J. K. Rowling introduces valuable lessons about racism in conjunction with the identity theme, which permeates Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets.  In Harry’s world race is not about skin color or ethnicity; it is about being born of wizard parents, pure blood or being born of muggle (non-magic) parents, mud blood.  Rowling shows her readers that prejudice against muggle-born wizards is wrong, and teaches tolerance without being preachy.   Tolerance is reinforced in both Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban and Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, with similar scenarios involving werewolves, giants, and students from other countries.


J. K. Rowling colors Harry’s world with modern social conventions.  Hogwarts is coeducation, which for a British boarding school is progressive and extremely rare.  Girls play along side boys in Quidditch, the wizard sport.  The student population at Hogwarts is multi-cultural and fully integrated, which provides a subtle backdrop of racial harmony of a realistic nature that contrasts with the more turbulent magic verses non-magic conflict.  Although Rowling’s views slant to the left, critic Andrew Stuttaford thinks the Harry Potter books are “politically correct” and safely traditional enough to “sell.”  

Rowling does not lose sight of her principal objective, which is to tell a good story well.  The writing is vivid and of high quality—it has to be to hold a child’s attention for over 300 pages.  The lesson of Harry Potter is that well-crafted, intelligent stories can indeed flourish in the market—if the gatekeepers of our contemporary culture give them a chance.  Tellingly, a British publisher that rejected The Sorcerer’s Stone did so because it was “too literary.”  If this is another way of saying that the author doesn’t patronize her readers, it is true.  Unlike many writers of children’s books, she doesn’t talk down to her audience. (Stuttaford, p. 60)

In addition to being well-written, interesting stories, J. K. Rowling does something unique with her series of Harry Potter books; she allows them to grow up with her main character, as well as her young readers.  Harry’s adventures have become progressively darker and more complex.  Each book is longer than its predecessor and intended for a more mature audience.  By the end of Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, several people have died, including a likeable, innocent student, and Lord Voldemort comes back to power.  Eager readers will learn about Harry’s fifth year this summer, and like those books that preceded it, should prove to be a top-seller.


However, book sales do not necessarily mean Harry Potter is great literature.  Most critics still do not consider J. K. Rowling to be in the same league as J. R. R. Tolkien.  Francine Fialkoff writing for the Library Journal claimed, “Harry Potter may not be great literature, but it’s certainly great escapism.”  (Fialkoff, p. 60)  That is an accurate summation.  Harry Potter is certainly great escapism and fantastic entertainment.  Those qualities are more important to any child then a story’s literary merit.  The world of Harry Potter is so fully realized that a child can easily escape his or her reality and live in Harry’s for a while.  Furthermore, the magical community coexists with a normal reality, which makes it even easer for readers to slip in and out of the fantasy.  


Fantasy is vital for individuals of any culture.  The pressure of every day life compounds on the psyche and can cause a break down.  Escapism is like a pressure valve.  When one travels in his or her own imagination, he or she releases some of that pressure.  Today children are under a great deal of stress.  Changes in technology have made information and learning more accessible.  The educational benefits of technology are limitless, but sadly limiting to children’s imaginations.  Children are flooded with media images that entertain, but do not stimulate creative thought.  Reading a book forces a person to produce images, sounds, and scenarios in one’s own mind.  A child inundated by television, movies, and computer games is not using his or her imagination and not getting the release necessary for a healthy mind.  Warner Brothers has done Harry Potter and his fans a great disservice by turning J. K. Rowling’s books into movies.  The stories are stripped of most of their humor and rich detail and are less a fantasy for kids and more a tangible reality with special effects.  Movie magic replaced fantastic magic and allowed the wonder to leak out of our culture.  Harry Potter is the perfect reflection of our culture because what we wish for most is magic. 
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