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Abstract

This essay explores the possibility of narrative imagination as a form of moral activism, examining the Harry Potter books in this context. Looking at issues of power and morality, the difference in level of empathy for the Other (non-magical people and non-human magical creatures) between the hero and the villian is explored.
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“Selfishness, cruelty, shiftlessness, prejudice are due to a lack of imagination.”

- Ella Lyman Cabot, Everyday Ethics (1906)

1. Introduction
In her Commencement Address at the annual meeting of the Harvard Alumni Association in 2008, J.K. Rowling spoke on the subject of imagination. She stated: 

Imagination is not only the uniquely human capacity to envision that which is not, and therefore the fount of all invention and innovation. In its arguably most transformative and revelatory capacity, it is the power that enables us to empathise with humans whose experiences we have never shared.

In this speech, Rowling proclaims her belief that “the imaginative power of story” (Horne 97) allows people to experience a situation different from theirs, and thus opens their eyes to the Other. This thought is echoed in Cultivating Humanity by Martha Nussbaum. In this book, Nussbaum discusses what it takes for a person to be a democratic, cultivated world citizen. According to her, it takes more than the learning of facts and “mastering techniques of reasoning”: “It means how to be a human being capable of love and imagination” (14). Nussbaum explains that imagination allows people to “venture beyond their local setting,” and understand people different from themselves (14). She calls this ‘narrative imagination’. Moira von Wright claims that narrative imagination is vital in the process of becoming a cultivated individual: we must first understand ourselves as “open selves basically related to other selves” (408). In order to become a reflecting self, the ability to take the perspective of others is essential; only then can narrative imagination allow one to see the world through another person’s eyes without that other person being present. 


Narrative imagination, in combination with knowledge and experience, is the best way of overcoming “the limitations of our own narrow world-views” according to Nussbaum (Von Wright 408). It gives a person the ability to decipher meanings and to be “an intelligent reader of another person’s story and to understand the emotions and wishes and desires that someone so placed might have” (Nussbaum 11). Von Wright explains that literature can help develop narrative imagination: 

Reading literature involves us in stories we might not otherwise take part in creating a space where we can share and critically examine these literary experiences together with others. Literature can thus bring people together around themes, which stretch beyond their own lives, and the imagination and critical thinking it stimulates address questions, which are not primarily subjective or private. (412)

Von Wright stresses that narrative imagination allows us to see other people’s lives “with more than a casual tourist’s interest” (413): it gives insight in how circumstances can shape a person’s life and interests. Despite all this, we can never really get under the skin of another person and be them. We can only try to imagine what it might be like to be them. 

This narrative imagination, Rowling says, is a power that is “morally neutral” and can be used to both sympathise and manipulate. However, the attempt to see through another person’s eyes is what matters:

[…] many prefer not to exercise their imaginations at all. They choose to remain comfortably within the bounds of their own experience, never troubling to wonder how it would feel to have been born other than they are. They can refuse to hear screams or to peer inside cages; they can close their minds and hearts to any suffering that does not touch them personally; they can refuse to know.


Imagination is a choice, and Rowling condemns the wilful closing of the mind. She claims that staying within one’s comfort zone forever leads to “a form of mental agoraphobia, and that brings its own terrors. […] the wilfully unimaginative see more monsters.” More than that, imagination is a moral act to Rowling. Imagination enables one to empathise, and whoever chooses not to creates ‘real monsters’: “For without ever committing an act of outright evil ourselves, we collude with it, through our own apathy.” By imagining oneself in the position of someone less fortunate and less powerful, imagination becomes a form of activism. 
               In this context, Harry is an interesting protagonist. As we watch him grow up from a ten-year old to an adult, we follow his character development throughout the series. Like in a classic Bildungsroman, we watch Harry as he learns about the world and himself, and slowly grows into a fully-fledged hero. As the series progresses, he learns to employ his imagination to the fullest extent and to empathise with the minorities of the wizarding world. Thanks to his childhood, Harry is able to relate to the underdogs of the world: he knows what it is like to be bullied and ignored. Additionally, as a child who didn't grow up in the wizarding world, Harry is almost a blank slate when we first meet him. He wasn't raised with the inherent prejudices of this strange culture, and has to be introduced to them at a later age. This allows him to function as a substitute for the reader: Harry doesn't know any more about the wizarding world than the reader does. His ignorance allows Rowling to answer any questions the reader might have, and because Harry chooses to employ his imagination when encountering creatures like the house-elves, the reader does, too. 
               This essay will try to argue that by introducing these strange Others, Rowling invites the reader to employ his narrative imagination to look at the world differently - both the fictional wizarding world and our own – focusing on issues of power and morality. After clarifying the ‘metaphorical Others’ and looking at the different categories of power, this essay will attempt to show that the battle between good and evil in the Harry Potter series ultimately boils down to a question of hierarchy, and racism in particular. Issues of race is the root of the two major conflicts of the Harry Potter series, namely between the magical and the non-magical world, and between wizards and magical creatures. Farah Mendlesohn describes the wizarding world as “one of hierarchy and prejudice” (177), and it is interesting to see if Rowling's characters succeed in dismantling this framework. 

2. Metaphorical Others


Instead of including Others from a different spatial origin (nationality) in her series, Rowling introduces what I shall be calling ‘metaphorical Others’: the duality between the Muggles and wizards, and non-human magical creatures. Integrating these Others allows Rowling to inject a different kind of multiculturalism into her novels, one that is not based on ethnicity and race. But why does she feel the need to use these metaphorical Others? After all, she has introduced characters of different racial backgrounds throughout the series: why not introduce the subject of racism through them? Why not, for example, dwell on Angelina Johnson's struggle to become successful in the conservative British society as a young black woman?


The answer lies in the inherent potential of fantastical stories as a genre: they can make people see the world anew through defamiliarisation. In his book on science fiction, critic Darko Suvin connects this possibility to the concept of the 'novum', a point of difference introduced by the writer: “the thing or things that differentiate the world portrayed in science fiction from the world we recognize around us” (Roberts 6). In science fiction, this novum is grounded in a discourse of possibility, but in works of fantasy, like the Harry Potter books, the novum is of a supernatural nature; no 'proper' explanation is offered. By introducing a novum, a writer transforms a basic narrative world into something else. When the reader is exposed to this alien society, he tries to make this new world his own, to assimilate it by comparing it to the familiar, 'real' world. He is invited to compare the Other society to his own and draw his own conclusions. This way, fantastical stories can criticize the world in the disguise of entertainment.


In the Harry Potter series, the reader, like Harry, quickly succeeds in making the wizarding world his own. This world is different from our own, with all its strange cultural traditions and magical creatures, and the reader is invited to use his narrative imagination to fill in the gaps. Despite the fact that there are no such creatures as house-elves, through our imagination we can still uncover the parallels with real life, and learn lessons that are applicable to our own world. Rowling chooses not to explore the traditional route of the racial, ethnic Other, but employs metaphorical Others instead. This way, she can defamiliarise the issue of racism, and allow the reader to think about the issue outside of the well-known framework, and to draw his own conclusions. 


3.  The Moral Spectrum

In the series, Voldemort and Harry are depicted as two ends of the moral spectrum, one good and the other evil: from the very beginning they are mortal enemies. However, their pasts are remarkably similar. Voldemort himself remarks that “there are strange likenesses between us, Harry Potter. […] Both half-bloods, orphans, raised by Muggles. Probably the only two Parselmouths to come to Hogwarts since the great Slytherin himself. We even look something alike” (“Chamber of Secrets” 233). Yet, despite these similarities, they became completely different people when they grow up. 
Where Harry's half-blood heritage allows him to identify with the minorities of the wizarding world, Voldemort loathes his Muggle father. As an orphan, he was understandably curious about his parentage, and discovering his wizard roots only made him more obsessed with blood purity. Initially, he is convinced that his mother can't have been magic “if she had succumbed to the shameful human weakness of death” (“Half-Blood Prince” 339), but when he finds out that it was actually his father who had no drop of magical blood in his veins, he starts to despise that part of his family instead. Voldemort takes revenge for his father's abandonment by killing him and his parents (Voldemort's grandparents), but this is not enough to get rid of the shame. He cannot even bear to keep his own name, Tom Riddle, since it is a reminder of his father: “You think I was going to use my filthy Muggle father's name for ever? I, in whose veins runs the blood of Salazar Slytherin himself, trough my mother's side? I, keep the name of a foul, common Muggle,[…]?” (“Chamber of Secrets” 231)
Voldemort is obsessed with blood; for him, it is the source of a person's abilities. Harry's aunt Margot seems to agree: “If there's something rotten on the inside, there's nothing anyone can do about it. […] It's one of the basic rules of breeding, […] You see it all the time with dogs. If there's something wrong with the bitch, there'll be something wrong with the pup -” (“Prisoner of Azkaban” 25). 

This goes directly against Rowling's apparent main message: human beings should not be judged on their inherent qualities, but on what they choose to do with it. She advocates this point over and over again, mostly through the character of Albus Dumbledore: “It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are, far more than our abilities” (“Chamber of Secrets” 245). Still, the question remains why, despite their similar background, Voldemort turns to dark magic, but Harry is able to turn out to be a good person. Why did they choose such different paths?

4. The Lure of Power

Dumbledore thinks he has an answer to this exact question:

'you have never been seduced by the Dark Arts, never, even for a second, shown the slightest desire to become one of Voldemort's followers!'

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

'You are protected, in short, by your ability to love!' said Dumbledore loudly. 'The only protection that can possibly work against the lure of power like Voldemort's!' (“Half-Blood Prince” 477)

Indeed, Voldemort does not see the world the way Harry does: he does not share Harry’s clear view of good and evil. During the climax of The Philosopher's Stone, his servant Quirrell explains that Voldemort has shown him a new way of looking at the world: “I met him when I travelled around the world. A foolish young man I was then, full of ridiculous ideas about good and evil, Lord Voldemort showed me how wrong I was. There is no good and evil, there is only power, and those too weak to seek it” (211). This theory brings Friedrich Nietzsche's The Will To Power to mind, in which Nietzsche argues that “[t]he aim of life is neither self-preservation nor moral and spiritual enlightenment but the increase of power and the pursuit of dominion” (Spinks 151). Lee Spinks explains that according to Nietzsche's philosophy, the meanings of 'good' and 'evil' only come into existence after a power struggle: “[we] are mistaken to believe that attitudes such as pity and egoism are naturally good or evil; these moral interpretations are retrospectively affixed by dominant social groupings to justify their own mode of existence” (91). This would mean that there is no such thing as pure 'good' and 'evil', but that the meaning of these concepts is decided by whoever holds the position of power within that society. Voldemort does not think of life in terms of good and evil, all he sees is power, and how the ability to do magic can help him gain it. 


In Voldemort's eyes, racial identity and adequacy are inextricably linked. To him, magic means complete and utter power, and not using that to its fullest potential is nothing but a sign of weakness. During the final battle in The Deathly Hallows, Voldemort screams at Harry that he has done “magic that Dumbledore himself never dreamed of” (592). When Harry tells him that Dumbledore “knew enough not to do what you've done”, Voldemort snears that Dumbledore was not wise, but weak: “Too weak to dare, too weak to take what might have been his, what will be mine!” (592) In the end, love turns out to be a power that transcends Voldemort's, one “beyond the reach of any magic” (568). Just as Dumbledore thought, “Harry is profoundly empowered by his capacity to trust and care for other human beings” (Bealer 175).  


When Voldemort has taken over the Ministry of Magic in The Deathly Hallows, his views on power and what it means to be a wizard are reflected in a statue that has been put in the Atrium of the Ministry:

It was rather frightening, this vast sculpture of a witch and a wizard sitting on ornately covered thrones, […]. Engraved in foot-high letters at the base of the statue were the words: MAGIC IS MIGHT. […] Harry […] realised that what he had thought were decoratively carved thrones were actually mounds of carved humans: […] all with rather stupid, ugly faces, twisted and pressed together to support the weight of the handsomely robed wizards. 

'Muggles.' whispered Hermione. 'In their rightful place. […]' (199)

So according to Voldemort's regime, Magic is Might. He makes no attempt whatsoever to place himself in the position of those who would suffer from this position. This begs the question if might equals right. 


Plato discusses this balance between power and justice in his Republic, where he too asks the question: does having power give one the right to take what is rightfully his in his eyes? In Plato’s book, Voldemort’s point of view is illustrated in by the character Thrasymachus, who claims that “in all states alike ‘right’ has the same meaning, namely what is for the interest of the party established in power, and that is the strongest. So the sound conclusion is that what is ‘right’ is the same everywhere: the interest of the stronger party” (Plato 18). However, with great power comes great responsibility, which is why, Plato argues, power should never be in the hands of those who cannot resist it. Paradoxically, he claims that power should be given to those who are not interested in it. Like the Harry Potter series, Plato too questions how we can distinguish between “the gifted who will use their power for good and those who will use it for selfish ends” (Williams and Kellner 132). 


To see who would give in to the temptation of power, Plato came up with the story “Ring of Gyges”, which is about a ring that can turn its owner invisible: for only “[the] truly just and good – those fit for political power – would conduct themselves in precisely the same way whether they were invisible or not” (Williams and Kellner 133). Rowling uses a similar device: the Deathly Hallows. Like Gyges' ring, the Hallows give Harry a unique power, but unlike Gyges, he does not use them to kill and gain more power. Instead, he uses them to do good (aside from some innocent rule-breaking such as staying out past curfew at Hogwarts under the invisibility cloak): he uses the power of the Elder Wand to kill Voldemort and only uses the Resurrection Stone so he can see his parents one last time before dying.  By resisting the temptation of the Hallows, Harry passes Plato's character test, and has proven himself to be fit to be in a position of power, as is emphasized by Dumbledore, who himself did not turn out to be strong enough. When he discovered the ring with the Ressurection Stone in it, he could not resist temptation and put it on, for which he was immediately punished by a deadly curse. In one of the final chapters of Deathly Hallows, Dumbledore tells Harry that “perhaps those who are best suited to power are those who have never sought it. Those who, like you, have leadership thrust upon them, and take up the mantle because they must, and find to their surprise that they wear it well. (“Deathly Hallows” 575)

5. Hierarchy and Prejudice

a. Muggles

Central to the struggle between Voldemort and Harry is the treatment of Muggles. In the second book of the series, Rowling introduces the discrimination against Muggles and Muggle-borns through the Malfoy family. In The Chamber of Secrets, Lucius makes it very clear that he thinks that Mr Weasley’s fondness for Muggles “disgraces the name of wizard” (51). His son, Draco, later introduces Harry, and thus the reader, to the word ‘Mudblood’. Ron explains that it is “a really foul name for someone who was Muggle-born […] Dirty blood, see. Common blood” (“Chamber of Secrets” 89). As Elaine Ostry remarks, ‘mudblood’ is “the N-word for the wizarding world” (92). There seems to be a general obsession with blood and heritage among the villians of the series, Voldemort the most obsessed of them all.

Voldemort's conviction that pure-blood wizards are the epitome of magical beings in many ways resembles the way Hitler thought that the Aryan race represented perfection in humanity. Like Voldemort, Hitler himself did not measure up to his own standards. He did not have the blonde hair of the perfect Aryan, and even though it was never verified, there were rumours that Hitler’s own father was Jewish. Rowling herself discussed the similarities in an interview with CBCNewsWorld:

“[Voldemort] takes what he perceives to be a defect in himself, in other words the non-purity of his blood, and he projects it onto others. It's like Hitler and the Aryan ideal, to which he did not conform at all, himself. And so Voldemort is doing this also. He takes his own inferiority, and turns it back on other people and attempts to exterminate in them what he hates in himself.” 

Like Hitler, Voldemort thinks in terms of blood purity, and in his eyes, Muggles represent the danger of a filthy disease infecting the wizarding world, polluting everything Voldemort values. But how is Voldemort able to convince others to join him in his fight? After all, Muggles do not have the advantage of magical powers, so wizards are completely in control of the situation. How does he talk his followers into seeing Muggles and Muggleborns as threats to the wizarding society? 

The answer can be found in Voldemort’s resemblance of Hitler: according to Social Outsiders in Nazi Germany, “Nazi constructions of “the Jew” were predicated on the notion that Germany was the victim of the Jews even while the regime was murdering them en masse” (299). This exact same thing happens when Voldemort’s Death Eaters take over the Ministry of Magic in Deathly Hallows: under the watchful eye of Dolores Umbridge, flyers are distributed with the text ‘MUDBLOODS and the Dangers They Pose to a Peaceful Pure-Blood Society’: “Beneath the title was a picture of a red rose, with a simpering face in the middle of its petals, being strangled by a green weed with fangs and a scowl” (“Deathly Hallows” 205). In order to turn the Muggle-borns into a threat, the corrupt Ministry has come up with a theory: magic is an inborn ability, like a resilient gene, and Voldemort’s followers (wrongly) deduce from this fact that magical powers can only be passed from person to person when wizards reproduce: “Where no proven wizarding ancestry exists, therefore, the so-called Muggle-born is likely to have obtained magical power by theft or force” (“Deathly Hallows” 172). Of course, they are wrong. After all, if magic could be stolen, there would be no such thing as a Squib. However, not only does this idea allow the Death Eaters to turn Muggle-borns into the “elusive enemy par excellence” (Gellately 299), but it also gives the Ministry an excuse to root out the non-pureblood wizards through a thorough examination of family trees. 

In the end, it all comes down to rhetorical tricks: the Ministry has corrupted language, and twisted the meaning of the word ‘wizard’ out of shape to suit its newly adopted totalitarian ideology. Through indoctrination, bribe, and coercion, these prejudices are then turned into an official state policy. Rowling seems to consciously allude to these real-life incidents of race-based persecution. By creating a fictional version of real historical events, Rowling makes them more tangible, and in many ways, more understandable for her younger readers. She shows her readers that these practices are not exclusive to Nazi Germany, but that they can happen in other societies as well in times of fear and war: prejudices like these are not a thing of a long-lost past. 

This government, as corrupted by Voldemort in Deathly Hallows, is clearly shown to be evil, and Rowling makes it very clear that blood purity does, in fact, in no way affect a wizard’s abilities: Neville Longbottom, a pureblood wizard, “can hardly stand a cauldron the right way up” (“Chamber of Secrets” 89). Muggle-born Hermione, on the other hand, is the best student of her year. When Horace Slughorn hears about this and muses: “Funny how that sometimes happens, isn’t it?”, Harry coldly corrects him by saying “Not really” (“Half-Blood Prince” 71). Despite the fact that Rowling emphasizes again and again that a person’s heritage does not decide their abilities as a person, the wizarding world is still an intensely hierarchical elite world, whose members tend to look down on Muggles. Mendlesohn notes that “[in] the awe of the magical world, it is easy to miss the point that attitudes to the nonmagical range from contempt to at best patronizing curiosity” (177). 

Susan Hall pinpoints the International Statute of Wizarding Secrecy, which forbids wizards from performing magic in the presence of a Muggle, as the source of the willful ignorance of the wizarding world: ever since the wizards went underground in the middle ages to escape persecution, the isolation has created a “potentially dangerous naïveté about Muggles, with even ‘good’ characters regarding them in a patronizing and paternalistic light” (152).  Hagrid, who is discriminated against himself because he is a half-giant, definitely appears to look down on Muggles. One the one hand, he assures Hermione that her Muggle roots do not make her an inferior person, yet he sneers that the Dursleys are “the biggest Muggles I ever laid eyes on” (“Philosopher’s Stone” 43), implying that this is an insult. Arthur Weasley is another perfect example: he is extremely fond of the Muggle world and has even drafted a Muggle Protection Act (“Chamber of Secrets” 43), yet he appears to be quite ignorant of the way Muggle society functions. However, at least he attempts to find out more, which cannot be said for the majority of the wizarding world. Dumbledore mentions that, “unlike of [his] Ministry friends,” he reads Muggle newspapers (“Goblet of Fire” 602), and the course on Muggle Studies is considered a “soft option” at Hogwarts (“Chamber of Secrets” 187). 

It seems that, even though Muggles are not openly discriminated against, the wizarding world is making no attempts to use its imagination to understand the nonmagical Other; their issues are generally not considered to be worthy of attention. Mendlesohn frames this unwillingness 

in terms of segregated and imperialist hierarchies, in which it is the norm that those who regard themselves as superior are oblivious to the lives of those they control: the madam in South Africa, the colonial governor in the Indian bungalow. All these people felt little need to understand those they ruled. (177) 

One could argue, though, that this attitude is derived from the fact that the wizarding community was forced to go into hiding when the Muggles started to brutally persecute them in the middle ages. According to Giselle Liza Anatol’s article The Fallen Empire, the wizarding community constantly worries about “the threat of Muggles discovering and invading the magical realm; the antagonism against Muggle-borns stems, in part, from a distrust of their motives after years of persecution at the hands of the nonmagical” (170). However, the point still stands that one can only discover one’s identity “in a social context, through interactions and comparisons and contrasts with others” (Anatol 122). If the wizarding world ever wants to fully understand its own history and society, they have to acknowledge and try to understand their relations with the Muggles and the Others in their midst. Additionally, Kingsley points out that this primary focus on the wizarding world is dangerous: “I’d say that it’s one short step from “wizards first” to “pure-bloods first”, and then to “Death Eaters”” (“Deathly Hallows” 357). It is a blurry line between good and evil.

Harry’s own notion of good and evil is shaken in Deathly Hallows, when it is revealed that Albus Dumbledore, who has thus far been the voice of moral authority, used to dabble with ideas of wizard superiority himself. As a teenager, Dumbledore befriended Gellert Grindelwald, who would later become one of the most evil wizards of all time. Together, they hatched a plan which involved the wizarding community overthrowing the Statute of Secrecy, coming out of hiding, and taking over the Muggle world “for the muggles’ own good” (“Deathly Hallows” 291). Dumbledore claims that the wizards’ ability to do magic means that they “have been given power and yes, that power gives [them] the right to rule” (291), but also emphasizes that with this power comes responsibility: “We seize control FOR THE GREATER GOOD” (291). However, Grindelwald ignores this, and instead uses “for the greater good” as a slogan to justify his later violence. Hermione points out that this train of thought is very similar to Voldemort’s “Magic is Might” (“Deathly Hallows” 294). As Dumbledore himself admits, he was obsessed with power: coming out of hiding would release him from his family’s obligations and allow him to fully develop his great potential: “Muggles forced into subservience. We wizards triumphant. […] It would all be for the greater good, and any harm done would be repaid a hundredfold for wizards” (“Deathly Hallows” 574). Later, he repents and becomes an advocate for Muggle rights, but Dumbledore refuses any position of real power from then on: he does not trust himself anymore (“Deathly Hallows” 575). 

b. Nonhuman Magical Creatures:

This dispute over the treatment of Muggles extends to nonhuman magical beings, the underclass of the wizarding world. Amy M. Green explains that

 “Where the Muggle and Wizarding worlds live in near complete exclusion from one another, those classified as non- or sub-human species within the magical world fare far worse than suffering from isolated acts of cruelty. If wizards and witches generally express either contempt for or vague curiosity about the Muggle world, they take much more openly hostile stances towards those within their society who threaten a sense of human identity.”

I will only discuss house-elves and goblins in this essay, but these are not the only beings that are discriminated against in the wizarding society. Werewolves, giants, centaurs, they are all outcasts. However, there is an interesting contrast between house-elves and goblins that I would like to examine in particular. Key is that these beings are by law inferior to the wizards. There is a Department of Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures at the Ministry of Magic, which shows that wizard superiority is institutionalised. 

House-elves:

When it comes to hierarchy in the Wizarding world, house-elves have really drawn the short straw; they are at the very bottom of the pyramid. Many richer wizards ‘employ’ them to perform tasks that they consider to be below them, like cooking and cleaning. The situation of the house-elves is reminiscent of the fate of slaves: they are a commodity, belonging to their families and forced to do their bidding for the rest of their lives until they either die or are set free. The masters of house-elves hold a disturbing amount of power over their subjects: whenever a house-elf disobeys, he or she is forced to hurt him- or herself, to the point of serious injury. They have to do so, even when their master is not aware of their betrayal: “The house-elves do not require the physical presence of their masters in order to inflict serious wounds upon themselves. Instead, they have been so completely subjugated as to automatically dispense punishment to themselves when needed” (Green). When Harry first meets the house-elf Dobby, he has to physically hold the elf back to keep him from hurting himself. Even after he has been freed from his masters, Dobby still has trouble breaking free: 

“[…] you can say what you like about the Malfoys now?” Harry asked [Dobby], grinning. […] 
“Dobby – Dobby could,” [Dobby] said doubtfully. […] “Dobby could tell Harry Potter that his old masters were – were – bad Dark wizards!”
Dobby stood for a moment, quivering all over, horror-struck by his own daring – then he rushed over to the nearest table and began banging his head on it very hard, squealing, “Bad Dobby! Bad Dobby!” (“Goblet of Fire” 380-381)

In his article on the ethicality of love potions, Gregory Bassham states that “[doing] what we want to do may be necessary for freedom, but it’s not sufficient; we must also have the freedom to do otherwise” (71). The house-elves do not have this choice: they could not liberate themselves if they wanted to. Rowling explicitly states that they need their owner to give them clothes, no other wizard or elf can do the job: “justice has to be offered from above, rather than taken from below” (Mendlesohn 180). This is, however, unlikely. Even Dumbledore, who is almost the moral compass of the series, makes no attempt to free the elves that work in the kitchens of Hogwarts: “At best Dumbledore is a gradualist, like Jefferson, which is a fine position for the slave owner, but not so good for the slave” (Mendlesohn 180). It would seem that this reliance on house-elves for “mundane and undesirable tasks” is “embedded into the Wizarding psyche” (Green). 

When it comes to morality, Mendlesohn states in her article, Crowning the King: Harry Potter and the Construction of Authority, that “[h]ouse-elves seem not to be expected to have larger loyalties to abstractions such as good and evil. Their loyalties are only to their masters, and their enslavement absolves them from responsibility” (179). According to her, even though the elves have a powerful kind of magic of their own, they are infantilised throughout the books. Mendlesohn compares Dobby to ‘the admiring noble savage’, a literary trope in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, “whose role […] has been to assist such decent chaps out of scrapes while demonstrating their own emotional dependence” (174). Mostly, Dobby functions as Harry’s helper, giving Harry advice, spying on people for him, and giving warnings when necessary. In the end, he even dies with Harry’s name on his lips. This does make one wonder what Dobby’s function in the grander narrative of the Potter series is. Is he really just there to serve Harry’s needs?

The only person who seems to worry about the house-elves’ situation and makes it a priority to fight for them is Hermione. Starting in Goblet of Fire, she takes it upon herself to attempt to improve house-elf rights and welfare. She starts a protest group (with the very unfortunate acronym S.P.E.W.), writes a manifesto, and tries to raise awareness amongst the student of Hogwarts. However, even though Hermione’s objections to the enslavement of house-elves seem reasonable, “Hermione is undermined at every turn with arguments straight from the American antebellum South” (Mendlesohn 180). Mendlesohn argues that Rowling, through her humorous depiction of the campaign, reduces Hermione’s arguments to silly fodder: “Radicalism, as embodied in Hermione, is irrational, ignorant, and essentially transient. Stasis and a conformity to a certain status quo bolster success, justice, and peace, whereas positive action to change matters is always ascribed at best to foolishness and at word to evil intent” (180-181). This seems a rather extreme point of view, especially since the Harry Potter series generally encourages fighting the establishment when that establishment has proven to be unreasonable or unjust in some way. It is more likely that Rowling tried to illustrate that change cannot be expected to happen overnight, especially when the very thing you are trying to fight is so deeply rooted in society. In her interview with CBSNewsWorld, Rowling explained that, through her depiction of Hermione, she intended to show the character’s growing process. Hermione has to realise that she does not have quite as much power as she thinks, and that she will have to work long and hard to achieve her goal: “Hermione thinks she's going to lead them to glorious rebellion in one afternoon and then finds out the reality is very different”.

When it comes to elf rights, Hermione’s most vocal opponent is Ron. Over and over again, he asks her that if house-elves like being enslaved, why would she want to save them? Why would she go through that trouble if they say that they’re happy in their current situation? He is supported by his brothers Fred and George, and even by Hagrid, who tells Hermione that by freeing, “[it woul] be doin’ ‘em an unkindness, […] It’s in their nature ter look after humans, that’s what they like, see? Yeh’d be makin’ ‘em unhappy ter take away their work, an’ insultin’ ‘em if yeh tried ter pay ‘em” (“Goblet of Fire” 265). When Hermione argues that Dobby seems to enjoy his freedom, Hagrid dismisses this, saying that “yeh get weirdos in every breed” (“Goblet of Fire” 265). This attitude seems to be enforced by the house-elves themselves, in their dealings with Winky. When she is dismissed by her master, she experiences her freedom as a source of the greatest shame: she stops taking care of herself and even develops a problem with alcohol (assuming that Butterbeer contains alcohol). One night, when she has passed out in the kitchens of Hogwarts, the other house-elves make no attempt to help her. Instead, they cover her up with a tablecloth, “looking disgusted” (“Goblet of Fire” 538). When Hermione asks the elves why they will not try to cheer Winky up, one of them replies: “house-elves has no right to be unhappy when there is work to be done and masters to be served” (“Goblet of Fire” 538). The story of Winky is particularly ill-received by Mendlesohn who states that the character and the way she is treated prove that in the wizarding world, “house-elves do not want freedom and servants should be kept away from alcohol” (180). 

As the series progresses, house-elf rights become less of a priority; Hermione’s time is mostly taken up by helping Harry in his war against Voldemort. Harry even inherits his godfather’s old elf Kreacher, and effectively becomes a slave owner himself. He has no plans of setting the elf free by the end of Deathly Hallows, but it could be argued that Sirius has previously suggested that the shock would probably kill him (“Order of the Phoenix” 103). Thus, the status quo of wizard superiority remains; one of the last chapters of the series ends with Harry wondering if Kreacher will bring him a sandwich (“Deathly Hallows” 600). Critics have suggested that this shows that Rowling embraces slavery, but the narrative momentum of the series does not allow Rowling to give the issue the attention some critics feel it should get in order to be wrapped up in a politically correct and satisfying way. Additionally, one could argue that this is once more Rowling’s illustration of how a situation like this cannot be changed overnight, but requires serious, enduring dedication and hard work.  

Goblins:

This species is only briefly introduced in the first book of the series, when Harry visits Gringotts, a wizarding bank that is run by goblins. Physically, the goblins are distinctly ‘other’: they have long fingers and feet (“Philosopher’s Stone” 56) and slanting black eyes (“Deathly Hallows” 393). Additionally, they have the reputation of being “morally suspect, a modern-day embodiment of the stereotype of a Jewish moneylender or perhaps even an Italian Mafioso” (Horne 91). 

Unlike the centaurs, goblins choose to interact with wizards on a daily basis, and even employ people like Bill Weasley as spellbreakers. Still, they run the bank without supervision of humans. In fact, when Gringotts is taken over by the Ministry controlled by Voldemort in Deathly Hallows and the goblin autonomy is undermined, one of their goblins chooses to leave, refusing to recognize a wizarding master: when asked what he was told to do, he replies, “‘Duties ill-befitting the dignity of my race,’ […] his voice rougher and less human as he said it. ‘I am not a house-elf.’” (244). As Jackie C. Horne points out, goblins “clearly have more power than any of the other nonhuman species depicted in Rowling’s novels” (89), especially compared to the docile house-elves. However, they still have to answer to the Ministry of Magic in some way, as exemplified by the presence of a Goblin Liaison Office at the Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures (“Order of the Phoenix” 120). This cooperation seems to go well, but the lectures on violent goblin rebellions in Harry’s History of Magic classes suggest that the goblins have not “taken kindly to the assumption that humans are by nature at the top of the hierarchy of sentient magical creatures” in the past, they refuse to assimilate to wizarding culture, and are not afraid to use force to stand up for themselves (Horne 90). 

For most of the books, goblins only make small appearances, but in Deathly Hallows, Griphook, the goblin Harry met in his first year at Gringotts, plays a major role. Horne claims that by describing the relationship between Harry and Griphook, “Rowling begins to demonstrate the ways that institutional and cultural racism can lead dominant group members to oppress racial others even when they do not intend to” (88). Initially, both parties seem willing to give each other the benefit of the doubt. After Harry has saved Griphook from the Malfoys’ dungeon, he buries Dobby’s body in a grave dug by hand. Griphook seems surprised to see a wizard treat a nonhuman magical being with kindness, which does indeed appear to be a rare occurrence. Being oppressed all his life, Griphook has grown up to believe that all wizards are out to seek personal gain, but to him, Harry has proven to be different: “Goblins and elves are not used to the protection, or the respect, that you have shown this night” (“Deathly Hallows” 394). 

This seems to be a promising start, but their relationship is quickly complicated by “the larger social and institutional racism embedded in the culture of each” (Horne 92). First, there is the discussion about wand legislation. Griphook refers to wizards as “wand-carriers” (394), explaining that goblins have been trying to gain the right to carry a wand for a very long time. Ron argues that goblins can do magic without wands, but Griphook claims that this is immaterial: “Wizards refuse to share the secrets of wandlore with other magical beings, they deny us the possibility of extending our powers” (“Deathly Hallows” 395). Susan Hall explains that “The Code of Wand Use operates to curtail their powers so they cannot attempt to overthrow wizards, and reemphasizes the social distinction between human and nonhuman magical beings” (154). Once again, wizards insist on keeping absolute control over the situation, and thus, the current social hierarchy (Anatol 121). Harry tries to diffuse the argument, arguing that the fight against Voldemort is not about goblins versus wizards, but Griphook does not agree: “As the Dark Lord becomes ever more powerful, your race is set still more firmly above mine! Gringotts falls under wizarding rule, house-elves are slaughtered, and who amongst the wand-carriers protests?” (“Deathly Hallows” 395)  

Even more significant is the disagreement between Ron and Griphook about the sword of Godric Gryffindor. Ron claims that the weapon belongs to him, Harry, and Hermione because they are Gryffindors, but Griphook disagrees: “Wizarding arrogance again! That sword was Ragnuk the First’s, taken from him by Godric Gryffindor! It is a lost treasure, a masterpiece of goblinwork! It belongs with the goblins!” (“Deathly Hallows” 409) It seems like their respective cultures have different ideas about ownership, which is confirmed by Bill Weasley. He has worked for Gringotts for many years, and explains that 

[goblin] notions of ownership, payment and repayment are not the same as human ones. […] To a goblin, the rightful and true master of any object is the maker, not the purchaser. All goblin-made objects are, in goblin eyes, rightfully theirs. […] They consider our habit of keeping goblin-made objects, passing them from wizard to wizard without further payment, little more than theft. (“Deathly Hallows” 417-418)

Bill also emphasises that goblins are “a different breed of being” (417). According to Anatol, “Rowling specifies that their world is distinctly alien, and nonhuman. Bill refers to wizards and goblins in terms of “us” versus “them” with the goblins occupying a stereotypical space of inscrutability” (120). Difficult as it may be, Harry would have to be completely dedicated to seeing things from Griphook’s perspective, if he wants their collaboration to work out. However, Harry’s narrative imagination fails him in the face of a creature so Other. It is the same for the reader, for whom the goblins remain a rather mysterious and untrustworthy species (encouraged by Rowling’s decision to make Griphook betray Harry first). For this reason, goblins will never be the heroes of the wizarding world: the gap between this particular Other and the self, it seems, cannot be bridged.

6. Conclusion

In the introduction, I said that J.K. Rowling argues for the value of imagination, which she sees as a power that allows people to “empathise with humans whose experience we have never shared,” particularly of those less fortunate and less powerful. This narrative imagination, as explained by Martha Nussbaum, allows a person to break out of their own limited world-views, and can be developed through reading literature. Exercising this ability is a moral act in Rowling’s eyes, since wilful ignorance may not be an evil act in itself, but it enables evil. This essay has tried to show, through the issues of power, hierarchy, prejudice, and morality, to how Rowling invites the reader to use his imagination in order to look at the world differently. 
             This concept of narrative imagination is promoted, for example, through Rowling’s choice of protagonist. Because Harry is a near-blank slate, he is the perfect substitute for the reader, and as he grapples with the strange wizarding world, the reader follows in his footsteps, using their ability to look beyond their own limited perspective. Harry’s childhood also allows him to empathise with those less fortunate in the wizarding world, and because Harry empathises, the reader does too. Another way in which Rowling attempts to encourage narrative imagination is through her exploration of ‘metaphorical Others’, which defamiliarises the issues of prejudice and racism, forcing the reader to reassess them with fresh eyes. 
            The ability to empathise is crucial when looking at the moral spectrum of the series, as represented by Harry and Voldemort. Their pasts are remarkable similar, but despite their likenesses, they have chosen different paths. For Voldemort, morality is a grey area: all that matters to him is power. He makes no attempt to understand another person’s perspective. Instead, he considers everyone who is different from him to be weak, and thus as subjected to his will. Harry, on the other hand, is immune to the lure of power: his ability to love and empathise is something that Voldemort can never grasp, and this eventually becomes his downfall. As Bealer said, “Harry is profoundly empowered by his capacity to trust and care for other human beings” (175). 
          One matter on which Voldemort and Harry violently disagree is the treatment of Muggles and Muggle-born wizards. Being raised by a Muggle family and having a Muggle mother, Harry has no trouble placing himself in their shoes. To Voldemort, however, any relation to Muggles is a disease that poisons the bloodline, despite his own half-blood roots. Instead of using his parentage to empathise with Muggles and Muggle-borns, Voldemort closes his mind entirely to the possibility that the purity of one’s blood does not affect a wizard’s abilities. Even though most of the wizarding world is not as extremely and openly racist as Voldemort, there appears to be a general condescending attitude towards the non-magical community. Most of them seem unwilling to broaden their horizons and learn more about the non-magical Other. The prejudice against Muggles, it seems, is deeply rooted in wizarding society.

Finally, there is the matter of nonhuman magical beings, who are by law inferior to wizards: through the Department of Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures at the Ministry of Magic, wizard superiority is effectively institutionalised. In the case of the house-elves, they not have the ability to exercise free will; their masters control their every move. When Harry meets the house-elf Dobby, he treats him as a human being with feelings. However, as Hermione has to learn as the series progresses, actions based on empathy alone are not enough to change the existing status quo. In the case of the goblins, on the other hand, Harry finds it difficult to relate: they are distinctly Other, alien creatures who refuse to assimilate or conform to wizarding society. Despite Harry’s efforts with Griphook in Deathly Hallows, the gap between the two cultures seems too great to overcome. 

In her books, Rowling challenges the reader to use his imagination to explore the unknown and the Other. Like Harry, he learns that to love and to empathise is a great power that can conquer real-life evil. In her speech at Harvard, Rowling explains that the ability to use this power comes with the possibility of moral activism: 

[…] if you retain the ability to imagine yourself into the lives of those who do not have your advantages, then it will not only be your proud families who celebrate your existence, but thousands and millions of people whose reality you have helped change. We do not need magic to change the world, we carry all the power we need inside ourselves already: we have the power to imagine better.
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