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Death in Harry Potter: A Helpful Tool


It is needless to say that parents are protective of their children; many parents would do anything to shield their sons or daughters from anything they consider a bad influence.  Most likely because of this, children’s literature that portrayed death and it’s consequences realistically were categorized often as indecent or inappropriate, and would much rather pretend to their children death does not exist.  But are hiding and pretending a very realistic and very definite part of life a wise choice?  Despite poor reviews and poor reactions from concerned groups, realistic portrayals of death in children’s literature are an excellent tool to teach children about death and to answer the many questions they will have while growing up.


A prime example of a novel that has met with much criticism and critique are the Harry Potter series of novels by author Joanne Kathleen Rowling.  The first novel, known as Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in the UK and by Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone in the US, was published in 1997.  Almost instantly the books reached amazing heights of popularity both amongst children and adults alike.  Educators have noted that “after a decade of despair over a generation lost to video games and television ... [Harry Potter] books have lured huge numbers of elementary and middle school children to the printed page.” (Wilgoren).  The books themselves reached astronomical sales levels; the novels have sold over 10 million copies to date, a first for a contemporary children’s novel (Gray 35).  The sales records were not the only record made; according to the American Library Association more people demanded the removal of the Harry Potter books from classrooms, libraries, and reading lists than any other books in 1999 and to date in the year 2000 (Monk).

The groups that file these complaints are almost always classified as conservative Christian or Catholic organizations (Means), and the criticisms these groups and individuals have used are numerous: their witchcraft overtones, they encourage violence, they are anti-Catholic, and they have high volume of death (Barker 8).  One Catholic website, “Satan’s ABC’s [sic] of Child Destruction,” goes into depth about the problems their group has with the Harry Potter series and death.  They give two major complaints: the philosophy of death in Harry Potter, and the dark and death overtones throughout the novels (“Satan’s”).


Their first complaint roots in the first Harry Potter novel, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.  Harry’s school headmaster is quoted as saying “to the well-organized mind, death is but the next great adventure.”  This quote seems positive and honest, however it is claimed that this is a Wicca principle (“Satan’s”).  Wicca Priestess Starhawk, a noted witch, states that “death is not an end, it is a stage in the cycle that leads on to rebirth” (qtd. in “”Satan’s”).  This was also cited as a complaint in the first attempt to ban the Harry Potter novels (American).  It seems rather strange that a religious group would complain about adventure after death when the Bible promises eternal life; this quote could easily be interpreted as part of a Christian doctrine.  It would also be irresponsible to ban novels simply because they conflict with the point of view of one or many.  For example, many of Shakespeare’s works involve the supernatural and death: Hamlet, Mac Beth, and the Tempest are a few examples.  To reject Harry Potter would be to reject these classics, and for a fairly foolish reason – because one improvable philosophy contrasts another.

The second complaint was that the books are dark and morbid.  Rowling, previous to the fourth novel being released, was often quoted as saying “there will be death” in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.  Unfortunately neither “Satan’s ABC’s” nor any other sources available would expand on why they believe darkness or death is necessarily negative or bad.  An article about the psychological aspects of death in children’s life clearly states that “protecting a child from the death of a loved one doesn’t work, children who don’t openly deal with grief can develop lasting emotional and developmental problems” (“Pediatrician” 447).


None of the critiques about the death in Harry Potter have much validity.  The two major concerns either involve a particular interpretation, or a mere lack of substance.  It would seem these criticizers biggest concern is not with the novels themselves, but based on business sense – they see these novels as a threat to their organizations and will argue, with valid reasons or not, to see them gone.


But are these novels helpful to children in understanding and questioning about death?  Current psychological profiling has given much insight into the thought processes of children.  Children between 0 and 6 years have extreme difficulty understanding death mostly because children of these ages are egocentric, meaning they are unable to take the viewpoint of other people.  Death is often seen as personal abandonment or punishment (“Pediatrician” 449).  According to Jean Piaget, whose theories have had a profound effect on the psychological studies of children, only when children are around the age of 7 and above can they look beyond themselves and begin to understand death (Coon 337).  Even if a direct loss does not happen during this time period, often children have questions about death and dying.  Literature is often a way to make children confront these questions and hopefully find answers, either through the literature itself or by opening discussion up with parents.


Nobody denies the Harry Potter novels contain death, nor do they deny it is a strong theme throughout the novels.  Even from the first chapter of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, death is seen.  In this novel readers see the circumstances surrounding the death of Lily and James Potter, Harry’s parents.  The reader is confronted with a vision of an evil wizard killing an unarmed man and woman, and then turning to a defenseless boy (Rowling, Sorcerer’s 12).  Rowling portrays these events and images in a straightforward way.  She does not dodge around what happened, she does not cover up the emotions involved, nor does she or her characters deny the death happened.  And while the death is the stuff of childhood nightmares, Rowling doesn’t dwell on the negative of death.  Immense parties are going on, wizards firing off shooting stars (Rowling, Sorcerer’s 8).  Even the title of this chapter, “The Boy Who Lived,” is positive.  Instead of dwelling on the loss, the positive is shown.  According to Pediatrics this is an excellent way to portray death and to help children understand the change (“Pediatrician” 449).  Typical death over-reactions of sadness, anger, guilt, unhappiness and regression can be bypassed by a positive yet realistic attitude toward the situation.


Another instance in which the reader sees Rowling’s excellent skill in dealing with death comes later in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.  Hagrid, the gamekeeper at Hogwarts and one of Harry’s friends, knows that Harry still has a difficult time with the death of his parents.  To help Harry know his parents better and to help him grieve, Hagrid prepares Harry a book of photographs (Rowling, Sorcerer’s 303).  Included are all the pictures he could muster up of Harry’s parents – their wedding, pictures with Harry, and pictures with friends.  Harry is so overwhelmed with happiness in finally being able to see who his parents were he is rendered speechless (Rowling, Sorcerer’s 304).  Such a sentiment is an excellent tool in reducing a child’s sense of isolation and sadness after a loss (“Pediatrician” 448).  So here Rowling shows readers two things.  First, it can show someone suffering a loss that the feelings Harry has are natural and that desiring a memory or a memento is natural.  Second, it can show parents an excellent way to help their children through a difficult time and an excellent way to make a child get pass the sense of loss and emptiness that follows a death.


Possibly the biggest problem to detractors and the most impacting example of death in these novels is that when a lead character, Cedric Diggory is slain in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.  Rowling had been quoted previous to the publishing as saying a lead character would be dying in this book (“Satan’s”), however it still came as shocking and upsetting to many readers.  In this novel Cedric falls victim to the evil villan of the series, Lord Voldemort (Rowling, Goblet 638).  Here Harry is in a strange place, a friend is murdered, and he must confront this villan; he does escape, and manages as well to bring along the fallen body of Cedric (Rowling, Goblet 669).  Harry goes through quite an ordeal and is surprised when the Minister of Magic, a powerful figurehead, instructs the headmaster to cover up the murder, and to keep various details a secret (Rowling, Goblet 709).  Harry is left with feelings of immense guilt because of the circumstances of Cedric’s death:

The thing against which he had been fighting on and off ever since he had come out of the maze was threatening to overpower him.  He could feel a burning, prickling feeling in the inner corners of his eyes.  He blinked and started up at the ceiling.

“It wasn’t your fault, Harry,” Mrs. Weasley whispered.

“I told him to take the cup with me,” said Harry.

Now the burning feeling was in his throat, too.  He wished Ron would look away. (Rowling, Goblet 714).


Here we see the fictional Harry Potter reacting in a very realistic way.  He feels pain, he feels guilt, and he feels ashamed.  He sees the murder as partly his fault and feels miserable for it.  Not only does he have to deal with that, but the ashamed feeling when being around friends as well.  These are common reactions children have to death (“”Pediatrician” 449).  Expressing them in the novel is a way to make children realize that they are not the only ones who go through the emotions they must.


After Harry expresses these feelings, Rowling once again reverts to taking a positive spin upon death.  Dumbledore, Harry and Cedric’s headmaster, raises a toast in his honor the whole school celebrates (Rowling, Goblet 721).  He speaks kindly and lovingly about the positive aspects of Cedric’s life, and proceeds to tell all the true details of the murder – disreguarding orders from those above him (Rowling, Goblet 722).  Dumbledore goes on to state that “the truth is generally preferable to lies, and that any attempt to pretend that Cedric died as the result of an accident, or some sort of blunder of his own, is an insult to his memory” (Rowling, Goblet 722).  The reader again sees a proper and honest way to handle death.

The death in Harry Potter is all realistic and it is portrayed in an ingenious way.  Rowling uses it to portray realism into the novels, and succeeds brilliantly.  This alone is important to have in children’s literature.  According to Cathi Dunn MacRae, editor of Voice of Youth Advocates magazine, “kids who read turn to adult books by the time they’re 15.  They go into John Grisham, Danielle Steele and Stephen King.  They miss a lot of the stuff that truly reflects their lives” (Duin 14).  By immersing a child into a realistic world – one with evil, one with problems, one with death – the novels do the duty of preparing a young adult for that eventuality.  Many children’s stories and novels typically reflect a perfect world, one where children always get what they want, where they never get hurt, and where good always triumphs.  It would be perfect if this was the case, realistically however this gives a false and skewed view of a world that doesn’t exist.  If children’s literature doesn’t confront these possibilities and realities children must prepare for in life, they will often bypass them and not understand them completely.  A novel is an excellent starting point for thought and a perfect way for parents to discuss death with their children.


MacRae also continues in saying that “a lot of [realistic novels] deal with just the problem aspects and there’s very little wisdom…  the most important things in a children’s book is to give them hope and help them solve challenges.  Some of them just help these kids wallow in how awful life is but they don’t show a way out” (Duin 15).  As shown in the previous examples, the Harry Potter novels are excellent in this way.  Even though horrible things happen, even though Harry’s parents die, and even though a respected and admired student dies, the novels remain positive.  They attempt to show the positive gained from life – and the positive there is if one does not dwell on death.  Instead of allowing or enabling children to wallow in awfulness, Rowling shows the characters and readers alike that death is simply what it is: a part of life.


It is almost magical that Rowling seemed to know what detractors would say about her series of novels.  Throughout all of the four current novels, one can see what lying or covering up a death can do – this is exactly what is done to Harry Potter.  When Harry’s parents are murdered, he is placed into the care of his strict uncle and aunt (Rowling, Sorcerer’s 13).  His uncle and aunt lie to him about the death of his parents, and refuse to answer any questions he has about it.  He is brought up never seeing even a picture of them, and never hearing a good word spoken about them.  Later he hears part of the truth through an acquaintance he had met just that day – certainly not an ideal way to hear about the death of two loved parents.


When Harry finally hears the full details about the death of his parents in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, he does so when he overhears adults discussing it when they did not realize he was around (Rowling, Azkaban 203).  All of these people intentionally cut him out of the loop, and he suffers because of it.  The suffering is not just through the thoughts and feelings he has for his parents, either.  Before finding out the truth about his parents he is tormented by Draco Malfoy, a child in his class who hates him (Rowling, Azkaban 127).  Malfoy knows more about the death of Harry’s parents than Harry does himself, and he intentionally uses that to hurt Harry as much as he could.  Even though the adults who did know the truth did not tell Harry because they were trying to protect him, he eventually found out the truth in a horrible way, and suffered for not knowing.  It is clear to see here what can happen when the truth is withheld – children get hurt.


Throughout history, death has been treated with much taboo.  Many are afraid to discuss it, especially with children.  It is important to break this social stigma, however.  Hiding or pretending death is not a healthy thing to do and it can cause psychological damage to a child.  For this reason, novels such as the Harry Potter series can help children understand death and open up a channel of communication between a child and their guardians.  The novels handle death in a realistic and honest way, one that is helpful to children, and no valid complaints against the death in Harry Potter can be surmised.  For these reasons, and even despite the criticisms out there, the Harry Potter novels should be seen as an excellent tool for both children and parents.
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