Hero’s Journey/18

Harry Potter and the Redefinition of the Hero’s Journey


Harry Potter is the saga of a unique boy growing into adulthood and heroism. Or so many think. But in fact, the series is filled with characters on different stages of Harry’s path. The four stages of life, explored through the hero’s journey, are child, hero, ruler, and sage.  Or, to put it another way, Neville, Harry, Voldemort, and Dumbledore. In fact, characters around Harry, from Hermione to Snape, battle these stages just as Harry battles his great antagonist, Voldemort. Some, like Draco and Cornelius Fudge, fall short of the ideal. Others, like Molly Weasley, show surprising character growth and indescribable heroism. These struggles reveal each of life’s stages as characters succeed or fail in conquering them.
Harry must pass through every stage of life’s journey: first he grows from a wide-eyed eleven-year-old innocent of magic to an adolescent hero, poised on the threshold of adulthood and self-identification. To pass this stage, he battles his antithesis, the powerful father-ruler who blocks the hero’s attempt to supplant him. This monster represents the unexpressed or rejected aspects of the hero, the “suppressed monsters of our inner world” (Vogler 71). If the hero learns from this battle, he can ascend to adulthood and its challenges. Beyond this stage waits the realm of the grandfather-mentor, who guides new young heroes to challenge their fathers in a never-ending cycle. After this echoes death and the untold power of the spirit world. Each stage offers a challenge that some characters pass and others never will. 

Child


Both Neville Longbottom and Dudley Dursley are comic figures in the early books, hopeless at simple tasks and apparently destined to remain so. Pixies lift Neville into the air, and Malfoy picks on him unmercifully. Every book, he’s crawling through the castle, searching for his toad, his remembrall, or some other misplaced item. He shivers with horror at the thought of Snape calling on him in class. On one memorable occasion, he even lights his trousers on fire so the poltergeist Peeves will allow him to pass. Likewise, Dudley gains a pig’s tail in the first book, and gobbles the twins’ tongue ton toffee later, with disfiguring repercussions. Book four follows him getting so fat that there isn’t a school uniform big enough for him. He’s humorously greedy, needing a second sundae when the first isn’t big enough, a second bedroom for all his toys, and more birthday presents each year:
Dudley gets everything he demands and his desire driven Welt Anschaung is celebrated by his parents even during his tantrums and fits of disappointment and present counting. “’Little tyke wants his money’s worth, just like his father. ‘Atta boy, Dudley!’ He ruffled Dudley’s hair” (Sorcerer’s Stone 22). His room is a graveyard for computer games, racing bikes, and televisions he had to have and broke or forgot in his hurry to get the next thing. (Granger, “Disney Does Derrida” 10).

He throws tantrums in the first book and can’t manage to count his own birthday presents with any degree of skill. “Both Dudley and Voldemort appear to receive way too little discipline and limit-setting at this stage of development,” one critic notes (Macgregor 41). Dudley needs rescuing from dementors in the fifth book and, despite his rising to be head of a gang, doesn’t seem to have grown. Over the course of seven books, Dudley finally learns a modicum of compassion, with his weak “I don’t think you’re a waste of space” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 40). Though Harry remarks it’s a giant leap for Dudley, the wizards and witches observing them are right to be unimpressed. Dudley, as shown when attacked by vicious dementors, cares for his own skin beyond all else. There’s no evidence he would ever risk his life for another, or make more than the weakest of gestures. Thanks to his parents’ spoiling him, he may remain a child forever.

Neville Longbottom, by contrast, is an ordinary hero, one who surpasses his clumsiness and disadvantages. “Rowling’s portrayal of Neville provides a path for any child or adult hoping to overcome adversity, especially emotional adversity,” Layla Abuisba writes admiringly in  “An Ordinary Hero: Neville Longbottom and the Hero’s Path” (294). Between his unfashionable toad and magical inability (according to Ron Weasley, he can hardly stand a cauldron the right way up), he starts the series as the school nerd. “When we meet Neville in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, his status as a victim is readily apparent. He has lost his toad, Trevor, and his grandmother is sighing in apparent frustration” (Abuisba 296). Indeed, his Wizarding family bemoans his lack of ability, to the point where his great-uncle pitches him out the window in hopes of seeing some magic. His parents are forever lost to him through insanity. His grandmother cares for him, but always compares him to his heroic father—and he comes up short. 

Neville, however, grows enough courage and love by the end of book one to defy his few friends, disputing Harry’s attempt to sneak out and risk their house’s standing. As the series continues, he faces down a boggart and asks girls to the school dance (notably, before Harry or Ron can manage it). Still, the past he doesn’t acknowledge is resurfacing: First Moody teaches students the dreaded Cruciatus Curse that stole his parents from him. Second and far worse, the murderous Bellatrix Lestrange escapes Azkaban. This starts Neville firmly down the hero’s path, leading him through Dumbledore’s Army, Harry’s student protest against Umbridge’s vicious administration, to eventually make him its leader.

In books five through seven, Neville joins the D.A., and finally leads his own student resistance. “It helps when people stand up to them, it gives everyone hope. I used to notice that when you did it, Harry,” he explains (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 574). He protects the younger children and defies Death Eaters, even in the face of torture; He proudly shows Harry a slash on his face that he acquired for refusing to “practice the Cruciatus Curse on people who’ve earned detentions” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 573). He masters the Room of Requirement, creating the ideal hideout for all the rebel students. Not least important, he finally earns his grandmother’s pride and respect, something Dudley has never managed with his own relatives (who spoil him, but consider him a helpless child). Though Neville is following in Harry’s footsteps, keeping the club’s name, Dumbledore’s Army, and even the summoning coins, he’s taking a heroic stand for Hogwarts and its helpless children. 

In Neville’s great defiant moment, he draws the Sword of Gryffindor and kills Nagini the Horcrux (technically fulfilling Harry’s instructions and mission rather than destroying the Longbottom family’s enemy—Bellatrix). Once again, Neville is a hero but only as an assistant on Harry’s quest to defeat Voldemort. Neville ends the story just as Harry ends almost every book: “surrounded by a knot of fervent admirers” as he sits in the Hogwarts Dining Hall (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 745). Harry, by contrast, earns an ovation from the adult headmasters, signaling his mastery of adult skills: Neville has surpassed his fellow students and Harry has surpassed the greatest leaders of the wizarding world. Still, love for his friends has brought Neville from child to hero, while Dudley’s pathetic level of empathy remains forever stunted.

Hero


Long before Harry matches wits with Voldemort, or even Snape, another rival threatens to destroy him. This is Malfoy, avid dark arts student and apprentice death eater. Malfoy has definite magical talent: he repairs the magical cabinet and makes polyjuice potion in book six, and then masters fiendfyre in book seven. He most likely puts Madam Rosmerta under the Imperius Curse. At the same time, Malfoy cannot reach adulthood because he cannot take responsibility for his actions, or even make strong decisions. In these categories, Harry beats him every time. 

He approaches Harry in the first book, not through admiration, but through a desire to unite strengths. “You’d be better served with a friend like me,” he says, discounting affection in favor of strategic alliances. Ron’s family lacks money and connections; therefore, Ron is a weak choice of friend. Harry is repelled by this attitude. Draco’s father cautions that it’s imprudent to appear Harry’s enemy, since everyone in the wizarding world admires the boy: thus the Malfoy obsession with ignoring feelings in favor of surfaces leaves Draco adrift. Though the father, Lucius, (i.e. Lucifer) is a powerful wizard and notorious Death Eater, Draco is merely a “nasty little boy” (Granger, Looking for God 109). He becomes Slytherin Quidditch Seeker after his father generously donates Nimbus 2001 brooms to the team. Later, he tries to trade on his father’s reputation, rather than talent, to get into Slughorn’s circle of protégés. This scheming for position reflects Draco’s perfect self-serving Slytherin nature and the contrast between Harry and Draco: “Neither Malfoy, Snape, nor Riddle seem to possess the moral courage Rowling so admires, and the existence of their Gryffindor counterparts suggests that the lack of it is implied in, and symbolized by, their membership of Slytherin House. Harry refused to be sorted there; Malfoy, Snape and Riddle did not,” says Eva Thienpont in “The Slytherin Question” (3).
Instead of friends, Draco keeps followers, like the witless Crabbe and Goyle. Large and hulking, they are his bodyguards. He never treats them as equals, ordering them around and making them do his dirty work, standing lookout while he repairs the vanishing cabinet. Their clear leader, Draco looks down on the other boys as being ignorant and slow (which they clearly are). They rarely speak, instead functioning as sounding boards for Draco’s schemes and diatribes against Harry and his companions. Ron and Hermione, by contrast, take the initiative and provide strong-willed, creative support over and over.
Though he takes Pansy Parkinson to the Yule Ball, we don’t see Draco struggle with romance or friendship. Instead, she takes a servile role, choosing in book six to cuddle his head in her lap and “stroke the sleek blond hair off Malfoy’s forehead, smirking as she did so, as though anyone would have loved to have been in her place” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 149). Pansy seems triumphant and gloating rather than affectionate; again Malfoy’s relationships display prestige and alliance rather than love. Harry, of course, cares deeply for Cho Chang and Ginny Weasley, both talented seekers on the Quidditch field, and girls who have affection to offer in turn. Both heroines join the D.A. and adore him, as he does them.

Draco is noticeably spoiled, with constant shipments of candy and expensive racing brooms. Again, this leads to a weakened character. While his mother fears hysterically for Draco’s life, pleading for Snape’s help in the sixth book, Draco makes few affectionate gestures toward his parents. “I can help you, Draco,” Dumbledore offers. “I can send members of the Order to your mother tonight to hide her” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 592). Draco hesitates and his wand trembles, possibly lowering. Once again, his lukewarm affections nudge him toward a half-hearted decision. Narcissa has asked Snape to look after Draco, which suggests both that Draco needs a babysitter and that no one at Hogwarts loves Draco enough to protect him without an Unbreakable Oath. Harry, of course, has Hagrid and Dumbledore (not to mention Sirius, Lupin, and, formerly, his parents) willing to die for him through bonds of affection. 
While Harry defies the social status quo, freeing house elves and befriending giants, Draco relies on prejudice, blind, unthinking contempt, to make many of his decisions. He lives for the appearance of power, bullying students and calling them mudbloods to make himself look superior. He revels in the Inquisitorial Squad and abuses his power as prefect. He mocks everyone nearly indiscriminately, making readers wonder if he has any cause at all. At the same time, he values being part of the “in” crowd, bragging how the Death Eaters value him, pushing to be Quidditch seeker, and attempting to enter the prestigious Slug Club. One critic sums up Draco’s character succinctly, split between arrogant thug and lost little boy:
Draco as always looks for outside validation in bigotry or superficial markers of social success…He remains an uneasy combination of the bully who makes others feel rejected and the kid who really wants to be accepted. Harry, on the other hand, faces and masters his fear, gains confidence from within and learns to trust his abilities in defiance of public opinion. (Magpie 431).
By succumbing to family prejudice rather than choosing his own enemies (as some pure bloods like Sirius Black do), Draco refuses to take responsibility for his choices. This is the Slytherin bond that ties him to his allies and makes him susceptible to recruitment by Death Eaters: Draco’s teachers, like his friends, don’t bother to confront him on this issue. Thienpont comments: 
Although they know of Draco Malfoy’s fanaticism, they undertake no direct effort to correct him; there are no serious actions towards playground bullies, and no real attempts to encourage house unity…This non-interference allows Malfoy to think himself right and all-mighty (3-4).

Harry’s friends, mentors, and love interests all defy him from time to time, forcing Harry to learn from these conflicts. Draco, surrounded by sycophants and indifferent teachers, loses these opportunities. This situation leaves Malfoy struggling to find his role. He sloppily poisons several of his classmates while attacking Dumbledore. “Forgive me, Draco, but they have been feeble attempts,” Dumbledore comments. “So feeble, to be honest, that I wonder whether your heart has really been in it” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 585). Clearly, it isn’t. When asked to identify Harry and his friends to the Death Eaters, he answers noncommittally, hesitating to condemn or save them. He ends the story with his family “huddled together as though unsure whether or not they were supposed to be there” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 746). Unsure is the key word.

Draco weakly plots Dumbledore’s death in the sixth book not in memory of loved ones or even through loyalty to Voldemort but simply through fear of Voldemort’s reprisals. With regard to the famous Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development, critics Whited and Grimes place Draco at the lowest level, motivated only by rewards and punishments (188). Draco has no strong sense of justice, no one he loves enough to die or kill for: even with his parents’ life at stake he can’t strike Dumbledore, though he’s prepared himself to commit murder. Confronted with taking an innocent life, balanced against the absent Voldemort’s menace, Draco can’t do more than threaten his headmaster. Dumbledore correctly interprets his character by saying: “You are afraid to act until they [the Death Eaters] join you” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 586). Draco is seeking a group who will welcome him and value him, but again, he finds himself torn between Hogwarts and Death Eaters, two groups that can’t be reconciled. Thus Draco’s own ambition and ambivalence block him from heroism, as he invites Death Eaters into Hogwarts to attack the innocent. Upon seeing Fenrir Greyback, Dumbledore comments, “I am a little shocked that Draco here invited you, of all people, into the school where his friends live” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 593). Draco sullenly disavows responsibility. Harry, by contrast, blames himself for Sirius’s death and others, until he finally dies in order to save the entire wizarding world from Voldemort’s tyranny. He walks into death, beloved parents and friends by his side, full of desperate courage. Always firmly planted on the side of good, he offers his life willingly and unhesitatingly for the chance to bring Voldemort down.


While Harry loves his friends beyond words, Draco is truly his mother Narcissa’s namesake: a narcissist. In the final scenes of book seven, Harry sacrifices his life and then risks it dueling Voldemort. Draco, once again, fails to take a clear side in the battle. He ends the series sitting with his parents, unwilling to leave their presence. The symbolism is clear.


Tyrant

Both Snape and Voldemort grow up in Draco’s world of uncertainty, without love to support them. Voldemort, of course, has always lived “a selfish life without truth, love, and beauty—a life on the dark side” (Granger, Looking for God 65). As children, all are rough and bullying. Dumbledore describes young Tom Riddle as “highly self-sufficient, secretive, and apparently friendless” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 277). He creates the Death Eaters, “a mixture of the weak seeking protection, the ambitious seeking some shared glory, and the thuggish gravitating toward a leader who could show them more refined forms of cruelty” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 362). Snape becomes a Death Eater as well: As Rowling explains, “Like many insecure, vulnerable people (like Wormtail) he craved membership of something big and powerful, something impressive” (“Bloomsbury Live Chat”). Rowling adds that teenage Lily might have loved Snape “if he had not loved Dark Magic so much, and been drawn to such loathsome people and acts” (“Bloomsbury Live Chat”). Snape, as Lily points out is well on the path to becoming a Death Eater. His skill in potions and Occlumency rivals Voldemort’s own, and he craves (and then receives) the Dark Arts teaching position, which he describes “like a lover.” He actually shares many qualities with Voldemort: unhappy childhood, unnatural pallor, and loathing for Harry, the child hero who threatens all authority figures. “He’s just like Voldemort,” Harry bursts out after Dumbledore’s death. “Pure blood mother, Muggle father…ashamed of his parentage, trying to make himself feared using the Dark Arts, gave himself an impressive new name—Lord Voldemort—the Half-Blood Prince—how could Dumbledore have missed—?” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 637). Clearly, Snape is a lesser Voldemort, antagonizing Harry inside Hogwarts, and potentially growing to be a second Dark Lord. 

Of course, Voldemort, Snape’s guide in the Dark Arts, has never loved. Raised in a Muggle orphanage, he never had a friend, a confidant, a love, nor even a beloved memory. As Peg Kerr puts it in her essay, “A Shining Silver Thread: Memory and Identity in the Harry Potter Novels”:
He rejected his father when it became clear that his father had been a Muggle who had abandoned his mother, and he rejected his mother for succumbing to death. He feels no bond with the dead, just as he feels no bond with the living (14).
The Horcruxes he uses to split his tarnished and murderous soul make him progressively less human as his stunted life continues into adulthood. As Dumbledore explains, “Voldemort is now so immersed in evil, and these crucial parts of himself have been detached for so long, he does not feel as we do (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 507). Voldemort, who drinks unicorn blood to live, who splinters his soul beyond the point any other evil wizard has attempted, who slays trusted servants like Snape, has gone from unfeeling to monstrous.
This lack of love creates Death Eaters: Dumbledore observes that despite Harry’s exposure to Voldemort’s “thoughts, his ambitions…privileged insight into Voldemort’s world (which incidentally, is a gift any Death Easter would kill to have),” he has never been seduced by the Dark Arts.

“Of course I haven’t!” said Harry indignantly. “He killed my mum and dad!”

“You are protected, in short, by your ability to love.” 
(Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 510-11)

The adolescent Snape lacks this protection, as his parents are a source of misery he can barely wait to escape. He rejects emotion, speaking scathingly later of “Fools who wear their hearts proudly on their sleeves, who cannot control their emotions, who wallow in sad memories and allow themselves to be provoked easily—weak people, in other words” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 536). He has dark, power-based alliances with “creepy” bullies at Hogwarts (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 673). He creates the vicious Sectumsempra spell while still a student. He’s secretive, friendless, arrogant, prejudiced: well on the path to the Dark Arts…until he falls in love.


Snape’s love for Lily transforms him, as in one instant he abandons his loyalties as Death Eater to beg Dumbledore for Lily’s life. “Keep her safe…Please,” he sobs. 

“What will you give,” Dumbledore asks, sensing this one moment can throw Snape from his goals of evil and domination and set him on a new course. 
“Anything,” Snape pledges.

With that, Dumbledore has bought Snape’s loyalty forever, transforming him from a great villain to a mentor and protector for Harry. “If you loved Lily Evans, if you truly loved her, then your way forward is clear,” Dumbledore says. “You know how and why she died. Make sure it was not in vain. Help me protect Lily’s son.” 
“Very well. Very well.” With these words, Snape swears himself to a lifetime of penance, even to protecting the son of hated James Potter, all in the name of the woman he has lost. (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 678-679).
Death Eaters value power and their own skins, eager to sacrifice innocents on their quest. Snape, however, has abandoned the ruler-tyrant model he once pursued. Snape, unlike Voldemort, falls truly in love, devoting himself to Lily from his oath of loyalty to his Patronus. Snape’s loyalty to Lily is “unimpeachable, unquestionable, unbreakable” (Justice 14). Thus, he has the capacity to face his own mortality, trusting others like Lily’s heir to preserve the wizarding world even when he’s left it. Now “he is loyal, and unfailingly so,” to Dumbledore and to protect Lily’s child (Justice 12). 
As sworn protector to Harry, Snape teaches him discipline and penance for his foolhardy actions. After the Sectumsempra spell, he makes Harry copy out the disciplinary records of “other Hogwarts wrongdoers [like James and Sirius] and their punishments” to understand how he needs to change his actions (Rowling Half-Blood Prince 531). He is a conscience for Harry, one poised to catch every mistake. In this way, he tutors him in Occlumency and freely offers all his memories to guide Harry down his darkest path: into self-sacrifice and certain death. 

Though Snape may deny it, his love for Lily has extended to Harry as he protests Dumbledore’s apparent cold sacrifice of the boy. He has guarded Harry for sixteen years, devoted everything he is to Harry in memory of Lily: “Everything was supposed to be to keep Lily Potter’s son safe. Now you tell me you have been raising him like a pig for slaughter—” In turn this has helped him grow to love others: 
“How many have you watched die?” Dumbledore asks. 
“Lately only those whom I could not save,” Snape replies bitterly (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 687).  Opening himself to Lily’s love has indeed redeemed him.
Voldemort’s life, empty of love and loyalty, lacks Snape’s sense of purpose. He is motivated only by fear of his own mortality, and thus has nothing he desires, nothing he would give his life for—only a terror that he flees (Klemp 119). He fights only for himself, with no one to trust or protect. As critic Annette Doblix Klemp notes:

Rowling presents Voldemort as obsessed with avoiding death but unable to enjoy life. This characteristic of joylessness is another important attribute in Rowling’s depiction of evil as Voldemort and his followers live lives totally devoid of joy or pleasure of any sort. (122). 

In contrast, Harry and his friends grow, have fun, and learn on their adolescent adventures. Snape, too, has a few precious memories of Lily and their friendship to counter the bad times, and he has her doe Patronus. 

Voldemort has nothing of the kind—he has no purpose to life other than to continue it. Thus, he cannot surrender his weak, monodimensional life, as he has nothing greater to gain from the sacrifice. John Granger explains, “Voldemort, fearing Death, pursues a personal immortality; such a self-focused, unloving existence ironically separates him from the love of others, and ultimately from Love itself, which is our life and hope of immortality” (Looking for God 65). Even when Harry assures him he’s already lost, Voldemort cannot admit for a moment that his soul-fragments could be in danger or that there’s any flaw in the all-powerful Elder Wand. This narrow-mindedness leads to his death. “Show some remorse,” Harry urges, but Voldemort won’t be swayed. The afterlife doesn’t matter to him, since he’s so adamant never to enter it, never to pay the price for adulthood: further movement along life’s cycle. Voldemort clutches power in a white-knuckled grip, eagerly mutilating his soul to prevent the journey into old age and death. Ironically, this means he will spend eternity as a mutilated baby of a soul, having regressed rather than grown during his life. 


Harry, of course, is more flexible, willingly letting Ron, Hermione and Neville help him destroy Voldemort, and giving up his quest for the Hallows. Ironically, Harry actually is the one to have cheated death, by mastering the Deathly Hallows and returning to the world of life.  He has what Voldemort always wanted...and then at the end, he throws the two most powerful Hallows away. The biggest test is letting go of them at the end, rather than clinging to supremacy.


This is the true challenge the ruler must face: releasing his grip on power and gracefully retiring to teach the next generation, as Dumbledore does. Beyond that waits death and enlightenment. Snape willingly sacrifices himself, ignoring his own safety to beg Voldemort for permission to find Harry. With his dying breath, Snape bequeaths Dumbledore’s final message to Harry along with all his memories: Preparing Harry for his great sacrifice and saving the entire wizarding world far outweigh Snape’s self-preservation. Thus, love has redeemed Snape from the tyrant’s path.

Through love of Lily, Snape surrenders to life’s journey with grace, becoming, like Dumbledore, a spiritual protector. “He loved her,” Harry tells Voldemort, “for nearly all of his life, from the time when they were children” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 740). This knowledge is beyond Voldemort’s comprehension. Rowling later assures her readers, “Harry would be instrumental in ensuring that Snape’s portrait would appear there [in the headmaster's office] in due course” (“Bloomsbury Live Chat”). Like Dumbledore, Snape will someday be persevered, guiding students as Dumbledore does. “Albus Severus,” Harry tells his son.  “You were named for two headmasters of Hogwarts. One of them was a Slytherin, and he was probably the bravest man I ever knew” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 758). Even seventeen years after Snape’s death, his memory is alive and counseling young wizards, showing them that Slytherins too have honor. This is Snape’s legacy: eternally linked with Dumbledore as a spiritual protector for Harry’s children. Voldemort, however, has failed the final test and refused to show an instant of love or selflessness: His only desire is to keep his role as tyrant, and he has fallen below the weakest unborn soul as a result. 
Sage


The elderly king rules his people with compassion. Still the wisest knows his role is to usher in the next generation, and teach them the wisdom to ascend. As the hero rises, the mentor willingly travels beyond, into the realm of death and memory. Rowling says, “As Dumbledore explains, the real master of Death accepts that he must die, and that there are much worse things in the world of the living. It is not about striving for immortality, but about accepting mortality” (“Bloomsbury Live Chat”). Thus, the sage king has two possible paths: stubborn refusal to accept change and death, or serene acceptance of the final journey. 

Dumbledore, of course, is the ruler and sage of Hogwarts, and the only wizard so powerful Voldemort fears confronting him. He is an image of sanctity; in fact, his name means resplendent soul (Granger, Looking for God 108). In Harry’s hero’s journey, he’s unquestionably the mentor, but more is going on. As Campbell scholar Christopher Vogler puts it:

Some mentors are still on a hero’s journey of their own. They may be experiencing a crisis of faith in their calling. Perhaps they are dealing with the problems of aging and approaching the threshold of death or have fallen from the hero’s road (53). 

These mentors must sort out their own journeys in order to find redemption and transformation, even if it’s from the world of life to the world of the spirit, a journey from which there’s rarely a return. Dumbledore feels he has much to atone for, but he accepts his upcoming sacrifice with dignity and honor, assuring the safety of his many Hogwarts students. However, other less noble tyrants cling to power and block the young hero from ascension. These shady mentors antagonize the hero on his journey, throwing up stumbling blocks and unwittingly aiding the enemy. 


Fudge leads the Wizarding World until his worst fears confront him in the Department of Mysteries, forcing his dismissal at the end of Order of the Phoenix. He has always resented Dumbledore as a threat to his rule, and fears Voldemort’s threat even more. Sirius Black explains all this to Harry:
Deep down, Fudge knows Dumbledore’s much more clever than he is, a much more powerful wizard...Accepting that Voldemort’s back would mean trouble like the Ministry hasn’t had to cope with for nearly fourteen years…Fudge just can’t bring himself to face it (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 94). 
When Dumbledore presses Fudge to amend his strategies, opening a dialogue with the giants, restraining the dementors, and turning from peace to war, Fudge adamantly refuses. “He loves being Minister of Magic and he’s convinced himself that he’s the clever one and Dumbledore’s simply stirring up trouble,” Lupin adds (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 94). 
Fudge clings to control so compulsively that he cannot change his policies, especially in the face of one with stronger knowledge and qualifications. He immediately imposes more control, appointing Umbridge as High Inquisitor and setting the Daily Prophet to discredit Harry and Dumbledore. “They want to turn you into someone nobody will believe,” Hermione says. “Fudge is behind it, I’ll bet anything” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 74). Through his actions, he sets himself up as the inverse mentor, blocking Harry from growth and uprooting any trust or support the public holds in Harry. His refusal to give way, of course, leads to his replacement, when Dumbledore incontrovertibly proves Voldemort’s return.


That replacement, Scrimgeour, is better, bravely leading wizards to fight the Death Eaters. He, however, also abuses his position through the need for dominance. He uselessly scapegoats Stan Shupike and insists on flimsy anti-Death Eater preparations, such as passwords and code phrases. In all his criticism, John Granger condemns both ministers, and the corrupt ministries they lead: 

Government officials at their best are officious idiots writing cauldron reports and investigating exploding toilets. More often, they are evil cohorts and collaborators with the pure bloods and their drive to make wizarding pride the subject of legislative action. Remember where the dangerous and ludicrous “Fount of Magical Brethren” is located. Cornelius Fudge and Rufus Scrimgeour are risible at one level but always borderline wicked in their incompetence, self-inflation, and inability to do the right thing. (“Disney Does Derrida” 8).

Scrimgeour, at last, accepts mortality and the loss of his position with admirable bravery, dying rather than betraying Harry’s location. His assistant Kingsley’s Patronus warns the wizards to flee and protect themselves. Just the same, bravery cannot atone for Scimgeour’s corrupt regime and failure to listen to counsel: There is no evidence he ever returns as a portrait or other spiritual guide.


Dumbledore has learned power’s price far earlier than the two ministers. Having followed Grindelwald’s quest to conquer the world, he knows how power corrupts those who desire it. “I had proven, as a very young man, that power was my weakness and my temptation,” he reveals, and so he turns down the repeated invitations to be Minister of Magic (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 718). Thanks to this wisdom, he surrenders to the greater good, eagerly risking his life to find Horcruxes and teaching Harry everything he can. Dumbledore, over the past decades, has absorbed this lesson well. He willingly steps down as headmaster over and over, bowing to Fudge’s order in book two and the need to protect Harry in book five. He accepts dismissal from the Wizengamot and losing his Order of Merlin, First Class, “as long as they don’t take him off the Chocolate Frog cards” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 95). In each case, he puts his own power aside in favor of the larger goal: defending the world from Voldemort’s massacres. 
His greatest sacrifice arrives in the penultimate book: Snape has sworn to aid Draco, and Draco’s life is forfeit if he can’t murder Dumbledore. Thus, by surrendering, the Headmaster can save two lives: both younger than himself, and both, he believes, redeemable. He allows Draco to overpower him in the lightning-struck tower, spending his last instant immobilizing and protecting Harry. One critic points out, “Dumbledore knew that when he was no longer confined to his physical body, his power would be greater. (This is a very familiar theme for the mentor in hero’s journeys, as we see with Obi-Wan Kenobi in Star Wars)” (Danielson 15). Like mentors in many tales, and also like Harry in the final book, Dumbledore capitulates with equanimity, since doing so will protect Snape and his students. He intends to die undefeated, so that the murderous strength of the Elder Wand will likewise be extinguished. But Draco’s speedy attack destroys this chance.
As it turns out, Voldemort, blinded by his quest for invincibility and lust for the strongest weapon, seizes the Elder Wand. However, he cannot murder Harry with it because Dumbledore made a willing sacrifice, and was never defeated by the obvious antagonists of Snape or Voldemort: “He chose his own manner of dying, chose it months before he died, arranged the whole thing with the man you thought was your servant,” Harry confidently tells Voldemort, before Voldemort destroys himself with his own spell (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 740). Self-sacrifice conquers murder each time in Rowling’s series, and Dumbledore has learned his lesson from the ancient magic, the protective spells Voldemort discounts as primitive and weak. Voldemort will never understand his error.

By following this path, the Headmaster has not ended his journey: he advises Harry symbolically through his brother’s help, and literally at the misty King’s Cross. His portrait, which appears in the Headmaster’s office immediately following his death, sends Harry protection in the form of Snape, the Sword of Gryffindor, and more. Wizarding portraits are animated guides through the series, providing wisdom and changing human lives (as when the portrait of former Headmaster Everard saves Arthur Weasley's life, summoning help when Nagini attacks at the Ministry of Magic) (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 471). As Kerr puts it, “They are a way for the dead to continue to interact with the living in the world, in a manner not available to Muggles” (4). When Dumbledore dies, he understands that his portrait will live on, counseling not only Harry, but also headmasters to come. As shown by the birth of Albus Severus Potter, Dumbledore, like Snape, is not gone forever: he will always be a part of Harry’s life.

Other Journeys

Just as interesting as the heroes who ascend to the next life stage are those who never will. Crabbe summons Fiendfyre, but learns nothing of responsibility or facing death: he burns down the Room of Requirement without a moment’s hesitation over the consequences. Thus, still a confused adolescent, he causes his own destruction. Lucius Malfoy escaped imprisonment after the first wizard war by bribing and cajoling his way back to respectability, certain that the rules don’t apply to him. Sitting uncertainly in Hogwarts after the battle he fails to participate in, he is primed to repeat his actions, having learned nothing. Likewise, Aberforth Dumbledore advises the Hogwarts students, but he refuses to risk his life; thus, he cannot move beyond mentor into spirit. “He is still there, at the Hog’s Head, playing with his goats,” Rowling assures readers (“Bloomsbury Live Chat”). In each stage, love and responsibility create growth; their absence leaves only stagnation.
Hagrid is in many ways a mentor, teaching Harry about the wizarding world and guiding him to Hogwarts. In other ways, he’s a comrade, seeking help as often as he gives it, stuck in the child stage as he backs down from many challenges. He adopts a dragon but can’t deal with him; he fills the forest with monstrous spiders and expresses surprise when they turn cannibalistic. He gets muddled while defending Buckbeak in court, so that Harry and his friends must finally rescue the hippogriff. Hagrid loses his wand and school to Tom Riddle’s frame job, from which, we must assume, he likewise can’t defend himself. In the same book, he goes sadly and innocently to Azkaban. While questing with his great (literally!) love, Madame Maxime, she gets fed up with his latest adoption attempt (his savage brother Grawp) and leaves, most likely after an argument. Hagrid only says, “She got a bit tired of him after a while, I must admit…so we split up on the journey home” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 692). He dismisses her with a sigh and we never hear of Hagrid’s romance again. Hagrid, confronted with Prefect Tom Riddle, Cornelius Fudge, Madame Maxime, and numerous pets, allows each challenge to pass, preferring to remain, unchanging, as an ungraduated student at Hogwarts. Lovable as he is, he never takes the single defiant step to push himself along his own journey.

Hermione and Ron only undergo echoes of heroism, as they’re confined to their role as sidekicks. While Neville faces Voldemort all alone, braving death to make a courageous last stand, and organizes students into an underground resistance, neither of Harry’s best friends manages anything so independent or effective. Ron appears helpless in the lake in book four and hampered by a broken leg in book three, both times needing rescue. His only standout moments appear as a Quidditch player on Harry’s team and facing down the Horcrux locket. (Harry graciously offers the latter moment to Ron as a reward for returning to his role as sidekick.) In the locket, a shadow-Harry drives home that Ron will always come in second. Though Ron shrinks from this message, at Harry’s coaching and under his supervision, Ron finally manages to destroy the Horcrux. While absent, Ron catches up on news and visits family but doesn’t organize a mass revolution or find a Horcrux for Harry. As one critic puts it, “He’s intelligent, but he doesn’t want to do intellectual work” (Danielson 9). Ron, youngest of so many overachieving brothers, is a follower. 
Hermione, likewise, is incredibly gifted, heroic, and even feminine, but not a strong heroine. Even with all her talents, she spends far too much time having boys rescue her: critic Christine Schoefer comments in her essay, “Harry Potter's Girl Trouble”:

Halfway through the first book, when Harry rescues her with Ron's assistance, the hierarchy of power is established. We learn that Hermione's bookish knowledge only goes so far. At the sight of a horrible troll, she ‘sinks to the floor in fright ... her mouth open with terror,’ 
She spends much of book two likewise incapacitated, entombed in stone like a victimized Snow White. Far too much of the time, her knowledge empowers Harry to succeed on adventures, while Hermione stays behind, as with her teaching him a Summoning Charm for the Triwizard Tournament or solving book one’s potions puzzle (Heilman 224). Viktor rescues her from the lake in book four and the boys save her from torture in book seven. In book two she’s petrified, once again with the clue that helps the boys succeed. She only fakes breaking down in tears before Umbridge’s interrogation, but the damage is done. As she appears screaming, fainting, and docily asleep, she can’t shake off the image of Hollywood heroine needing rescue. 

Indeed, the series lacks a single female as strong as Harry, Dumbledore, or Snape, all of whom have complicated pasts and inner struggles to master. Ginny, Cho, Fleur, and Hermione are each superbly talented and celebrated witches, but all get rescued by boys far too often. Fleur, though the finest champion of Beauxbatons, is rather a farce, needing Harry to rescue even her helpless little sister, and then rescue Fleur herself from the maze. She’s dazzlingly beautiful, but doesn’t finish several of her tasks, and earns the lowest score. In the second triwizard task, all four heroes must rescue someone weaker than they: Fleur has her little sister, Harry has Ron, and Cho and Hermione float helplessly, awaiting their strong, manly boyfriends. McGonagall is incapacitated in book five, thanks to losing a duel against male wizards, and Ron and Harry trick her on occasion, something they’d be unlikely to manage with the stronger Dumbledore. At times, she comes across as motherly, hysterical, frumpy, and over-obsessed with rules, a strong woman, but hardly Dumbledore’s equal (Heilman 225). Sybill Trelawney is a running joke, dismissed by fellow professors and only prophesying accurately when she isn’t even aware of it. Schoefer adds, “She teaches divination, a subject that includes tea-leaf reading, palmistry, crystal gazing — all the intuitive arts commonly associated with female practitioners…Because most of her students and all of her colleagues dismiss her, the entire intuitive tradition of fortune-telling, a female domain, is discredited.”
Still, the heroine’s journey, though barely a whisper within Harry Potter’s heroic currents, gets a few sparkling moments. Just as the hero faces down the tyrant, the heroine defeats the terrible mother, or child killer, in order to become a benevolent mother-protector, and then crone and spirit guide. 
Hermione, often criticized as a featureless repository of information, faces and absorbs lessons of the dark mother, the heroine’s traditional antithesis. Before Hermione destroys the evil Horcrux (the cup, a feminine symbol) and admits her love for Ron, she has to confront the most frightening side of adulthood and prove she’s mastered it. Donning Bellatrix’s appearance forces her to face her potential to be an evil mother and grow beyond the lesson. She actually disguises herself as Bellatrix Lestrange, wielding her wand and entering her underworld-like vault, in the same way that Harry must fully understand Voldemort and journey into death, in order to defeat him.

Ginny also grows from child to adolescent to successful mother: In book two she’s a shy, lovestruck adolescent and then a victim, preyed on by Voldemort’s taking advantage of her inner turmoil. Still, she gains confidence through the series, counseling Harry in book five and finally fighting beside him. She shines in Dumbledore’s Army, which she names, and her “Bat-bogey hex” has her standing out in book six, when she gets an invitation to the prestigious Slug Club, based solely on her exceptional talent. She wins Harry as a boyfriend, after realizing that she needs to be “more herself” and go out with a few more people to gain self-confidence (Rowling Half-Blood Prince 647). She remains a source of endless support, allowing Harry to leave on his dangerous quest while she remains at Hogwarts, only saying, “I knew this would happen in the end. I knew you wouldn’t be happy unless you were fighting Voldemort. Maybe that’s why I like you so much” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 647). Finally, she faces the vicious child-killer Bellatrix Lestrange in the final battle. In the epilogue, Ginny and Harry have married and had children, with Ginny remaining a talented witch, brimming with inner confidence.

Meanwhile, Molly Weasley, frumpy housewife, transcends her simple character to battle the same dark mother and defeat her. Molly is the life-giver of the book, with seven children by birth and more by adoption, like Harry and Hermione. Her automatic antithesis is the child-killing, Lady Macbethlike Bellatrix, who tortures Hermione and orphans Neville. When Bellatrix threatens Molly’s beloved Ginny, all Molly’s protective instincts appear and she destroys the murderess single-handedly. “You will never touch our children again,” she screams, dispatching Voldemort’s strongest lieutenant (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 736).
Likewise, Lily Potter changes from mother to spirit-guardian through her selfless act of dying for her son. The protection of his mother’s blood guards Harry in each book, even in the form of his callous Aunt Petunia and her tidy house. Her spirit protects him when he faces the reborn Voldemort in the graveyard, due to the Priori Incantatem effect. Even when he breaks his connection with Voldemort, “the shadowy figures of Voldemort’s victims did not disappear—they were closing in upon Voldemort, shielding Harry from his gaze—” (Rowling, Goblet of Fire 668). Finally, she guards Harry as he walks toward his willing death, offering her “loving smile” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 699).
Lily Potter is and has been the main Goddess figure in Harry’s journey to date. She originally saved him from Voldemort, and again helped to save his life in the graveyard scene in GoF [Goblet of Fire]…her sacrificial or agape love is what saved Harry, and this is the only kind of love that we know has saved anyone to date (Danielson 4)

The flower lily, often associated with funerals, is actually a symbol of spring: they are put on graves as a symbol of Easter and the resurrection, ensuring unending life even for those who have passed on (Granger, Looking for God 110). As a doe, Lily’s memory guides Harry to the Sword of Gryffindor—a deer is another resurrection symbol, as stags lose and regrow antlers through their lives (Granger, Looking for God 95). As Harry is told so many times, about all the people he’s lost, “they will always be with you.”
Thus the series heroines grow, defeating Bellatrix, the evil shadow-mother, and finding the next stage of their lives. All the same, the heroes have them outperformed in growth and depth, and the heroines spend far too much time screaming for rescue. 

Final Thoughts

Draco and Dudley remain children throughout the series, while others, like Neville, rise to heroism and triumph. Still, the later stages of adulthood require a surrender of power, as Snape and Dumbledore relinquish their lives to protect Harry, while Voldemort and (to a lesser extent) the Ministers of Magic cling stubbornly to power. Harry, of course, has his great sacrifice and near-literal death, but he is one among many heroes striving for growth.  The element dividing these characters is altruistic love, which lets them fight to defend lives more important than their own and therefore triumph. It is this quality that makes the wizards of Harry’s world into true heroes.
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