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Mums Are Good: Harry Potter and Traditional 
Depictions of Women

Jeanne Hoeker LaHaie 

Hermione Granger, Ginny Weasley, and even Luna Lovegood are 
brave, smart, nurturing and capable, and when the Harry Potter 
novels were first published, they were nearly unique in fantasy 
fiction, which tended to rely almost exclusively on male characters. 
As role models, they represent a wide range of possibilities for 
young women; however, the adult female characters in the series 
are more likely to be defined according to their ability to nurture or 
to be “motherly” than by their magical, intellectual, or leadership 
capabilities. This leaves readers with a generational disconnect and 
raises questions about the roles available to the adolescent characters 
when they reach maturity. 

There are many aspects of Rowling’s work that tend toward 
traditional depictions of women. Ann Alston notes, for example, that

 
Rowling’s texts have adhered to the conservative conventions of 
children’s literature: Harry, the Cinderella-type orphan figure, is left 
with the ‘bad’ family as exemplified by the Dursleys, but escapes 
to Hogwarts School, which acts as an alternative family, and to the 
‘good’ family epitomized by the Weasleys. (136) 

The ideal of home as a place of safety and security is a common 
one in fantasy literature written for adolescents, and the symbol of 
this kind of home is the “good” mother. Alston also notes, “The 
home, like the idealized mother, is not bitter or angry, but patiently 
awaits the character/child’s return; it is always there offering security 
and stability” (79). This may seem contradictory to what happens in 
the Harry Potter series, since Harry lives in a home in which the 
other occupants are nearly always angry with him, would prefer he 
did not return, and make Harry feel anything but safe. But Harry’s 
lack of an adequate home with the Dursleys draws attention to the 
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home Harry had before his parents died, which is mirrored, although 
not exactly duplicated, in Harry’s Hogwarts “family” and also in his 
interactions with the Weasleys, who treat him like an adopted child. 

The centrality of home, however, is not the only factor in 
Rowling’s adherence to traditional representations of the feminine. 
The Harry Potter series combines the genre of the romantic hero 
fantasy with the school story and adds a satirical bent. These genres 
traditionally feature male protagonists, making other possibilities 
difficult to imagine, or at least not immediately apparent to writers 
working within the genre. In fact, Maria Nikolajeva argues, “It is 
not a coincidence that Rowling has chosen a male protagonist for 
her saga. The romantic narrative is by definition masculine, and any 
contemporary attempts to place a female character in a masculine 
plot merely results in a simple gender permutation, creating ‘a hero 
in drag’” (137). Nikolajeva’s assertion somewhat overstates the 
necessity of the male hero because, while the medieval romances 
to which she refers do feature men exclusively in the role of hero, 
children’s fantasy draws from them rather than mimics them, 
making a female hero unlikely, but not impossible.1 Tison Pugh and 
David Wallace further assert, “Hero stories are gendered as well 
as school stories, and the heroism demanded for the protagonist 
of these narratives typically depends upon an alpha-male model of 
masculinity that systemically marginalizes most other characters, 
especially in relation to gender and sexual orientation difference” 
(261). In other words, the hero story demands a male character who 
is traditionally masculine, and it rejects others. While critics often 
draw attention to the Harry Potter books as a modern reincarnation 
of the school story as it was made popular by Thomas Hughes’ Tom 
Brown’s School Days (1857),2 few have made the connection between 
the use of these genres and the lack of diverse and empowered adult 
females in the series. 

There are, of course, other reasons why the books are problematic 
in terms of gender, and critics have been quick to note them. 
Elizabeth Heilman, for example, argues that although the books can 
be read from multiple viewpoints, it’s important to recognize the 
most dominant ones, and they are mostly traditional. She further 



125Mums Are Good

argues that much of the popularity of the books can be attributed to 
the “comfort” of these stereotypes and that, while “any one gender 
stereotype would not be significant, repeated and varied examples 
of demeaning stereotypes are very significant. In addition, these 
gender ideologies are especially powerful because the books are 
pleasurable and popular” (Heilman 235). Pugh and Wallace concur, 
writing, “These texts invite readers to enter their fantastic world 
with considerable readerly pleasure, but the ultimately regressive 
gender roles bear the potential to harm readers as well” (263). Here, 
they essentially argue that the books support rather than challenge 
acceptable behavior for men and women, and the enjoyment readers 
derive from the series is potentially problematic because it may cause 
them to overlook troublesome gender representations. Additionally, 
the texts continually present readers with flashes of fully empowered 
female figures, girls and women, distracting readers from the more 
consistently traditional depictions of females. Rowling exclusively 
utilizes male characters within the main arc of the story, relegating 
even powerful female figures to support roles. The degree to which 
girl characters in the series are empowered varies, as do the adult 
female figures who provide diverse blueprints for adulthood. 

Rowling creates girl characters who have a great deal more 
agency than their counterparts from earlier fiction. In “Hermione 
Granger and the Heritage of Gender,” Eliza Dresang points out that 
“There is no unified one best way for a woman to be, no feminist 
ideal that can be articulated and applied. Instead the ideal for a female 
is to become what she wants to be with concern and respect for 
both self and others” (241). The girls who populate Rowling’s work 
represent a wide variety of models for what it means to be a girl; 
Ginny is brave; Cho is athletic; Luna is what might generously be 
called intuitive; Fleur turns out to be loyal and brave; and Hermione 
is intelligent, resourceful, and talented. Nonetheless, even though 
Rowling’s portrayal of these girls is more nuanced and positive than 
her portrayal of adult women, these characters still do not represent 
fully-empowered girls. Heilman points out, for instance, that girls 
are nearly always presented in groups rather than as individuals: 
“This repeated grouping [of girls] reinforces a tendency for readers 
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to interpret females as types rather than individuals. It also reinforces 
the idea of the sociological construct of the communal and friendly 
girl compared to the individual and competitive boy” (228). 

While there are certainly positive aspects to the idea that 
girls work in community rather than individually, the problem for 
Heilman is the fact that, “[t]hough they are portrayed as giggly, 
emotional, gossipy, and anti-intellectual, many of the girls are very 
hazy characters. Certain traits do not seem to be authoritatively 
owned by any one female character, but, instead, are presented in 
groups” (227). At issue here is the idea that most girls in the series 
are not clearly developed and are instead defined by stereotypes 
that are very often coded negatively, such as “giggly,” “emotional,” 
“gossipy,” and “anti-intellectual.” 

Another issue with girls in the novels is the extent to which 
they exercise their own agency rather than simply supporting the 
patriarchal status quo. After describing the scene in Chamber of 
Secrets, when Harry fights the basilisk with the sword of Gryffindor, 
Andrew Blake argues, “[T]his episode indicates, whatever 
the gestures toward equality, in the end the stories represent a 
patriarchal world, in which power is exercised by individual 
males and transmitted to other males—whether they are ‘good’ 
(Dumbledore) or ‘bad’ (Voldemort)” (43). In this case, Harry’s 
loyalty to Dumbledore leads Fawkes the phoenix to bring Harry the 
sorting hat, which in turn leads to Harry pulling Gryffindor’s sword 
from the hat. The line from Gryffindor to Dumbledore to Harry 
Potter is an exclusively male one. Other critics have pointed out 
the fact that Hermione’s intelligence and talents are generally used 
in support of Harry’s adventures. Heilman has specifically noted, 
“Hermione is primarily an enabler of Harry’s and Ron’s adventures, 
rather than an adventurer in her own right….Hermione’s knowledge 
is important, but it is primarily used for Harry’s adventures, not 
her own” (224). While there are certainly some places in the books 
wherein Hermione acts on her own or in concert with other girls for 
aims other than male adventure,3 the central fantasy plot concerns 
the exploits of men and boys with support from women and girls.
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Girls
As the principal female figure in the series, Hermione Granger’s 
example is the most crucial, and critics are divided on the topic of 
her empowerment or agency. While Nikolajeva states, “I see nothing 
sexist in [Hermione being Harry’s helper], at least no more than any 
male heroic tale is by definition sexist. Hermione and her intelligence 
are simply part of Harry’s entourage, alongside magic wands and 
flying brooms” (131). Other critics have pointed out serious issues 
with Hermione’s role in the series; for example, Dresang argues that 
the language used to describe Hermione and her actions marks her 
as a girl stereotype. She notes, “Repeatedly Rowling has Hermione 
‘shriek,’ ‘squeak,’ ‘wail,’ ‘squeal,’ and ‘whimper,’ verbs never 
applied to the male characters in the book” (Dresang 223), and as a 
result, “[t]he language that constructs the roles played by Harry and 
Ron is much calmer, more reasoned, despite the fact that Hermione is 
the problem solver” (223). Indeed, the moments in which Hermione 
is portrayed as a silly little girl are often at odds with her otherwise 
logical and intelligent persona. Dresang explains, “Her hysteria and 
crying happen far too often to be considered a believable part of the 
development of Hermione’s character and are quite out of line with 
her core role in the book. They add nothing to an understanding of her 
persona or its individual caricature, nor, for the most part, anything 
to the story” (223). However, Dresang also points to empowered 
aspects of Hermione’s character, noting that she “appears armed to 
withstand the most dangerous gender-related pitfall and not retreat 
into silence, intimidated by the masculine world” (229). This is 
in reference to Hermione’s responding to Malfoy’s teasing with a 
cutting remark, but there are several other instances where Hermione 
stands up for herself and for what she believes to be right. In fact, 
much of her value to the trio is her ability to see moral imperatives 
more clearly than either Harry or Ron is apt to while in the midst 
of a crisis or adventure. Ultimately, the character of Hermione is 
stereotypically feminine in many ways; however, that does not 
necessarily mean that her character is not also an empowered 
one, particularly given the dictates of the school story and heroic 
fantasy genres. Dresang sums this up concisely when she writes, 
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“Hermione is not a feminist model for engagement in sisterhood 
and is the antithesis of a strong female in the ‘shrillness’ with which 
Rowling has at times portrayed her. But Hermione is seeking what 
she wants to become with a healthy concern and respect for both self 
and others” (241). Hermione provides one model of female behavior 
that is valid, even as it is often traditional but also evolving. 

Nonetheless, Rowling includes a very telling episode in The 
Goblet of Fire with Hermione’s development of the Society for the 
Promotion of Elfish Welfare, or S.P.E.W.. In this storyline, not only 
do Harry and Ron censure Hermione, the narrator and the narrative 
structure combine to make Hermione seem ridiculous, which 
portends the shutting down of opportunity for Hermione as an adult 
woman who demonstrates volition. It is important to note here that 
Hermione’s cause is a just one, a fact made clear when Hermione first 
becomes aware that Hogwarts meals are prepared by house-elves. 
She says, “Slave Labor… That’s what made this dinner. Slave Labor” 
(Rowling, Goblet of Fire 182, emphasis original). Furthermore, at 
the end of The Order of the Phoenix, when Harry complains that 
Kreacher, a house-elf, had been the source of Sirius’ death and 
Hermione had defended the elf, Dumbledore, whose voice is closest 
to Rowling’s, tells Harry, “She was quite right… I warned Sirius 
when we adopted twelve Grimmauld Place as our headquarters that 
Kreacher must be treated with kindness and respect. I also told him 
that Kreacher could be dangerous to us. I do not think that Sirius 
took me very seriously, or that he ever saw Kreacher as a being with 
feelings as acute as a human’s—” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 
832). Dumbledore goes on to tell Harry, “[Kreacher] was forced to 
do Sirius’ bidding, because Sirius was the last of the family to which 
he was enslaved” (832). These passages suggest that the house-
elves could be seen as magical equivalents of the literary figure of 
the “Happy Darkie,” who appeared in late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century American and British cultural artifacts. Edward 
Margolies explains in “The Image of the Primitive in Black Letters” 
(1970):
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In popular literary terms a primitive usually connotes a dark-skinned 
person (most often an Indian or Negro) who lives close to nature, his 
emotions, or impulses, and is incapable of submitting himself to the 
restraints of reason and ‘civilization.’ Insofar as Indians or Negroes 
represented no immediate physical or psychic danger to the workaday 
white American they were frequently portrayed as noble savages or 
happy-go-lucky darkies. (67) 

This closely coincides with Rowling’s house-elf dialogue from The 
Goblet of Fire: ‘“Begging your pardon, miss,” said the house-elf, 
bowing deeply again, ‘but house-elves has no right to be unhappy 
when there is work to be done and masters to be served’” (538). The 
fact that Rowling depicts Hermione as a character who recognizes 
the connection between the status of the house-elves and the status 
of other oppressed peoples is seemingly counteracted by the manner 
in which Hermione’s activism is treated by the narrator and her 
peers. What could be a place in the narrative where Hermione is 
not only rewarded for enlightened thinking, but also is laying the 
foundation for a career as a public advocate, becomes instead a site 
of frustration. 

The problems with Hermione’s activism become apparently 
immediately. The letters S.P.E.W. are naturally read as “spew,” a 
fact that a highly intelligent young woman such as Hermione should 
have figured out before naming her group, particularly since the 
name suggests an irrational rant rather than an important social 
movement. When Ron complains about having to work hard and 
says that he feels like a house-elf, Hermione tells him,

 
“Well, now that you understand what dreadful lives they lead, 
perhaps you’ll be a bit more active in S.P.E.W.! . . . You know, maybe 
it wouldn’t be a bad idea to show people exactly how horrible it is 
to clean all the time—we could do a sponsored scrub of Gryffindor 
common room, all proceeds to S.P.E.W., it would raise awareness as 
well as funds—.” (Rowling, Goblet of Fire 159)

Ron makes fun of Hermione secretly when he whispers to Harry, 
“I’ll sponsor you to shut up about spew” (Rowling, Goblet of Fire 
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159). This scene is typical of Hermione’s friends’ reactions to her 
activism. Also, the first adult Hermione tries to recruit, Hagrid, tells 
her, “It’d be doin’ ‘em an unkindness, Hermione . . . . It’s in their 
nature to 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” (Rowling, Goblet of Fire 265). This incident 
is especially worthy of note because Hagrid’s mother is a giant, and 
he encounters great difficulties because many people believe by 
nature he must be blood-thirsty and untrustworthy. 

In the following book, Order of the Phoenix, Hermione hatches 
a ridiculous scheme to free the house-elves against their will when 
she knits “misshapen wooly objects” (255) that are supposed to be 
hats. She hides them where the cleaning elves are likely to pick 
them up because house-elves can be freed only by being presented 
with clothes. Later Hermione begins to increase her output by using 
magic, and she branches off into socks. She is delighted when the 
garments disappear, but her lack of success is revealed when Harry 
sees Dobby, one of two free house-elves at Hogwarts, wearing 
“what looked like all the hats that Hermione had ever knitted; he was 
wearing one on top of the other, so that his head seemed elongated by 
two or three feet” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 384–385). Dobby 
tells Harry that none of the other house-elves “will clean Gryffindor 
Tower anymore, not with the hats and socks hidden everywhere, 
they finds them insulting, sir” (385). Hermione’s project is not only 
ridiculed by her friends: it is completely ineffectual. 

Even if one were to offer up a very charitable reading of 
Rowling’s treatment of the house-elves in which Hermione’s 
mistake could be seen as her attempt to impose Muggle values upon 
the magical world, this is still the only time Rowling depicts a young 
girl engaged in social activism, and it is an utter failure. In fact, 
Farah Mendlesohn writes, “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 worst to evil intent” (181). Hermione’s inability 
to navigate effectively the important political process of agitating for 
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change, particularly since Rowling portrays her as ridiculous, points 
to her likely lack of agency as an adult. This is further reinforced in 
Hermione’s constantly care-giving and vigilant attention to Harry 
and Ron. In Goblet of Fire, Rowling writes, “Hermione began 
doling beef casserole onto each of their plates” (207). In Half-Blood 
Prince, after Hermione thinks she sees Harry giving Ron an illegal 
potion so he can win at Quidditch, she says, “Ron, I warn you, don’t 
drink it!” (293), and in Deathly Hallows when she, Harry, and Ron 
are forced to go into hiding, she tells them, “It’s okay…I’ve got 
clothes for both of you” (161). In fact, she packs everything they 
could possibly need. These examples are only a small sampling 
of the dozens in each book. Hermione’s nurturing behavior is so 
consistent, when Rowling presents Hermione as a wife and mother 
of two in the postscript to the series, the depiction seems to be the 
only plausible choice. In this short section, Hermione is portrayed as 
a nurturing mother when she reassures her children about going to 
school, and readers also learn that as a wife she is either easily duped 
by her husband or that she humors him when Ron admits to Harry 
that he lied to Hermione about passing his driving test. Her position 
in the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, which Rowling 
has mentioned in interviews, is secondary to her motherly role and is 
not even included in the books. Although Rowling portrays a variety 
of adult women in her texts—career women, full time caregivers, 
and others—the defining characteristic for nearly all of them is the 
extent to which they follow the traditional stereotype of the nurturing 
woman. 

Nurturing Women
Among the most conventional women in the series are Molly 
Weasley and Lily Potter. Both women sacrifice the entirety of their 
lives for their children, Lily because she literally gives her life and 
Molly because her life is consumed by taking care of her family. I 
would also include in this group Minerva McGonagall as a maternal 
substitute, who “is concerned that the students get enough sleep 
and stay well” (Heilman 225). Lily is separated from her child by 
death before the series begins, and McGonagall is separated from 
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the children by the rules guiding student/teacher relations, so Molly 
Weasley becomes the role model for what a good mother should 
be. Molly Weasley derives a certain kind of power and authority 
from her relationship with her children and Harry, even while they 
might not always appreciate her overprotectiveness. One place 
where this is particularly apparent, although her nature remains 
consistent throughout all seven books, is in The Order of the 
Phoenix, when she tries to act like a parent to Harry and to forbid 
him information about the Order’s activities. When Sirius overrules 
her, Rowling writes, “Harry did not look at Mrs. Weasley. He had 
been touched by what she had said about his being as good as a 
son, but he was also impatient at her mollycoddling” (Rowling, 
Order of the Phoenix 90). Sarah Fiona Winters points out that 
“Molly’s coddling is, if not legitimized, eventually forgiven by the 
series because unlike Umbridge, and unlike the paranoid parents 
found in best-selling critiques of child raising, she at least fears the 
right danger” (224). Additionally, Molly tries to protect Harry by 
limiting his access to information and thus keeping him innocent, as 
she believes a child should be. Mrs. Weasley’s fear and protective 
instincts for her children reach their apex in Deathly Hallows in the 
final battle, when Bellatrix is fighting Hermione, Ginny, and Luna 
at the same time, and she nearly hits Ginny with a killing curse. 
Before Harry, the hero, can save Ginny, Mrs. Weasley yells, “NOT 
MY DAUGHTER, YOU BITCH!’” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 
736) and begins dueling Bellatrix with skill unrevealed to that point. 
Bellatrix taunts Molly, asking, “‘What will happen to your children 
when I’ve killed you?’” (736), but this allows Molly to draw even 
more heavily upon her motherly reserves of power. She screams, 
“‘You—will—never—touch—our—children—again!”‘ (736) and 
curses Bellatrix to death. Under other circumstances, such fighting 
between two powerful and angry women might seem titillating, but 
Molly is so coded as “mother” that the scene rather emphasizes the 
power of the maternal. Ximena Gallardo and Jason Smith point out, 
“We are to understand that Lestrange does not stand a chance against 
Molly Weasley because the latter is fighting for more than herself: 
she is fighting for her children” (97). Unfortunately, this effect is 
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somewhat spoiled when Voldemort tries to kill Molly in revenge, 
and Harry magically protects her with a shield charm, indicating 
that Mrs. Weasley’s power is limited to motherhood, and she needs 
a male to protect her. 

Not all critics see Molly Weasley so positively. In discussing the 
typical reactions of the Weasley children when they receive new hand-
knit sweaters each Christmas, John Kornfield and Laurie Prothro 
argue that the “lack of respect that Mrs. Weasley receives from her 
children” is “[p]articularly disturbing” (189) because the sweaters 
“are a standing joke throughout the series, eliciting derision rather 
than appreciation for the care and love that they represent” (190). 
They further argue that the children, or rather the boys, constantly 
get into trouble and challenge authority, while Mrs. Weasley seems 
unable to stop it, and Mr. Weasley is rather more fascinated than 
upset by the things they do, when either parent is actually aware 
of the children’s antics. If Mrs. Weasley’s character represents a 
wholly negative stereotype, then Kornfield and Prothro’s statement 
is undoubtedly valid; however, it fails to take into consideration that 
rather than being simply an outmoded character type, as she appears 
in the satirical sketches of her, Mrs. Weasley provides one kind of 
positive role model. Her children do sneak and get into trouble, but 
they are never openly disrespectful, and they are likewise unhappy 
when she is angry with them—not because they will be getting into 
trouble, but because she is their mother and they care about her. 
One example from Chamber of Secrets demonstrates this point. 
When George, Fred, and Ron rescue Harry from his aunt and uncle’s 
house using their father’s bewitched car, they come home to find 
their mother is aware that they have been gone and has been very 
worried. Rowling writes, “All three of Mrs. Weasley’s sons were 
taller than she was, but they cowered as her rage broke over them” 
(Rowling, Chamber of Secrets 33). She sentences the children to de-
gnoming the garden, which they do without much complaint. The 
children do not fear her anger because they are physically afraid of 
her or because she could force them to do chores; rather, they do 
not wish to make their mother unhappy, and they willingly do what 
she tells them to do in order to be restored to her good graces. The 
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problem is not that Molly Weasley is stereotypically maternal—the 
greater issue is that she, and the other nurturing women in the series, 
provide the only positive models for what grown females should be. 
Rowling is harshly critical of almost every other kind of woman.

Non-Maternal Women 
Rowling reserves her most critical treatment for those women who 
are not nurturing, including two mothers who do not actually appear 
in the series: the mothers of Sirius Black and Tom Riddle. Mrs. Black 
rejects her son when he chooses to go against family traditions, and 
Merope gives birth to Tom but is not strong enough to stay alive 
and raise him. The most despicable characters, however, are those 
who are not motherly at all, particularly Bellatrix Lestrange, Sybil 
Trelawney, Rita Skeeter, and Dolores Umbridge. Bellatrix is an 
uncomplicatedly evil character who resides in Azkaban prison for 
much of the series. In Half-Blood Prince, however, she is introduced 
to readers when she accompanies her sister, Narcissa Malfoy, on a 
visit to Professor Snape to beg him to protect Narcissa’s son from 
having to carry out a task he has been assigned by Lord Voldemort. 
When Narcissa bemoans the fact that her son is being used for a 
task beyond his ability, Bellatrix “ruthlessly” says “You should be 
proud! . . . If I had sons, I would be glad to give them up to the 
service of the Dark Lord!” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 35). In 
Rowling’s world, the worst that can be said for a woman is that 
she would choose anyone or anything over her own children. In the 
final book of the series, Bellatrix is labeled as Voldemort’s “last, 
best Lieutenant” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 737), a position that 
marks her as completely evil. Thus her lack of maternity or maternal 
feelings, even for her own nephew, seems a necessary component of 
her dark persona. 

Rita Skeeter is another unpleasant adult female character, but 
rather than being motivated by dark purposes, she acts according 
to ambition. Most of her participation in the series happens in 
Goblet of Fire, when she comes to Hogwarts to cover the Triwizard 
Tournament. Rowling describes: “Her hair was set in elaborate and 
curiously rigid curls that contrasted oddly with her heavy-jawed 
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face. She wore jeweled spectacles. The thick fingers clutching her 
crocodile-skin handbag ended in two-inch nails, painted crimson” 
(303). Her appearance is that of a worldly woman, and she lacks 
any positive characteristic, particularly the ability to nurture. She 
makes up sensational stories in order to sell newspapers and build 
her reputation as a writer, even when those stories cause great harm 
to others. One example of this is when she illegally utilizes her 
ability to become an animagus beetle and overhears Hagrid confess 
to his giant parentage. This leads to an outcry against Hagrid and 
a call for him to be fired. Likewise, she tells sympathetic stories 
about Harry before turning on him and calling him “Disturbed and 
Dangerous” (Rowling, Goblet of Fire 611). Rita Skeeter may not be 
on Voldemort’s side, but she is still a thoroughly bad character who 
is selfish to the point of exclusively taking care of her own interests 
at the expense of nearly everyone she encounters. 

Sybil Trelawney is quite different from either Bellatrix or Rita 
Skeeter because instead of seeking power in socially unacceptable 
ways, she is nearly powerless and mostly pathetic. Rather than 
nurturing the students in her care, she most often falsely predicts 
their untimely demise. When the students meet her in their third 
year, she looks like “a large, glittering insect” (Rowling, Prisoner 
of Azkaban 102). And in the very first class, she tells Parvati Patil to 
“beware a red-haired man,” and Harry that he has “The Grim,” the 
“giant, spectral dog that haunts churchyards! My dear boy, it is an 
omen—the worst omen—of death!” (107). Throughout the series, 
readers become aware that she is a terrible teacher, an inconsistent 
seer, and an alcoholic. In Order of the Phoenix, Professor Umbridge 
fires her, and Rowling writes,

 
Professor Trelawney was standing in the middle of the entrance hall 
with her wand in one hand and an empty sherry bottle in the other, 
looking utterly mad. Her hair was sticking up on end, her glasses 
were lopsided so that one eye was magnified more than the other; 
her innumerable shawls and scarves were trailing haphazardly from 
her shoulders, giving the impression that she was falling apart at the 
seams. (294)



136 Critical Insights

In this scene, Trelawney seems pathetic and helpless, a foil for the 
maternal Professor McGonagall, who comes to the rescue. Even 
so, while readers may be led to pity this character, Rowling does 
not encourage sympathy for her. In fact, Trelawney does deserve 
to be fired because she is a poor teacher, but Rowling also makes 
her unlikable because she does not nurture the students in her care. 
Trewlawney is particularly harsh with Hermione because, in contrast 
to nearly every other teacher in the school who all find Hermione 
particularly bright, Trelawney angrily tells her, “‘I am sorry to say 
that from the moment you have arrived in this class, my dear, it has 
been apparent that you do not have what the noble art of Divination 
requires. Indeed, I don’t remember ever meeting a student whose 
mind was so hopelessly mundane’” (Rowling, Prisoner of Azkaban 
398). When Hermione acts disrespectfully toward Trelawney, the 
teacher reacts as might be expected from a fellow student rather than 
from an adult in whose care Hermione has been placed. Harry and 
Ron even feel pity for Trelawney after Umbridge has been horrible 
during a class inspection, “—until she swooped down on them a few 
seconds later” (315) and began to predict Harry’s “gruesome and 
early death . . . .at the top of her voice” (315). Lestrange, Skeeter, and 
Trelawney are all marked as negative characters, not only because 
of their actions, but also because of their inability to nurture or to be 
motherly. None of them, however, is designed to discomfit readers 
in the same way as Dolores Umbridge. 

Rowling introduces Umbridge in The Order of the Phoenix, 
and before readers are given more than her name, she is described:

 
[S]he looked just like a large, pale toad. She was rather squat with a 
broad, flabby face, as little neck as Uncle Vernon, and a very wide, 
slack mouth. Her eyes were large, round, and slightly bulging. Even 
the little black velvet bow perched on top of her short curly hair put 
[Harry] in mind of a large fly she was about to catch on a long sticky 
tongue. (146) 

Shortly thereafter, she speaks “in a fluttery, girlish, high-pitched 
voice” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 146). I would argue that 
the reason Umbridge repulses readers is not only because she 
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is unattractive, power-hungry, racist, and cruel, but most of all 
because all these unpleasant aspects of her are paired with an overt 
femininity. Together these traits are at odds with lingering Victorian 
expectations for proper behavior in women. Gallardo and Smith 
argue,

 
Umbridge’s most obvious pretense is her disquieting performance 
of femininity. Her soft, “girlish” voice, demure manners, feminine 
attire, and collections of plates decorated with mewling kittens are all 
props in her crusade for power and control. Tricked out in fluffy pink 
sweaters and hair bows, Umbridge mimics the ideal of the proper, 
ultraconservative woman who consolidates her power behind the 
scenes. (94)

The critics’ analysis assumes that Umbridge’s gender performance 
is “pretense”—presumably to a greater extent than other women 
and girl characters in the series “perform” as female. In Gender 
Trouble, Judith Butler argues that gender identity is formed through 
the performance of deeds: “There is not gender identity behind the 
expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by 
the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (34). A person’s 
actions rather than his or her body, then, create gender identity. 
Therefore, the reason that Umbridge seems unpleasant is not so 
much that she performs in a way that is coded as distinctly feminine, 
but rather that this performance is coupled with other acts that are 
coded as “male”—particularly her quest for power, her penchant 
for violence and even torture, and her unwillingness or inability to 
nurture. Umbridge’s performance, therefore, controverts the concept 
of nurture. 

The first instance in which Rowling depicts Umbridge 
combining a girlish persona with a performance that is coded as 
traditionally masculine is during Harry’s hearing for underage use of 
magic in The Order of the Phoenix. The Minister of Magic, Cornelius 
Fudge, is quite flustered by Dumbledore’s defense of Harry. During 
the hearing he “snapped,” “snarled,” “blustered,” and “shouted” 
(Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 147–148). Umbridge, however, 
responds quite differently: “‘I’m sure I must have misunderstood 
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you, Professor Dumbledore,’ she said with a simper that left her 
big, round eyes as cold as ever. ‘So silly of me. But it sounded for 
a teensy moment as though you were suggesting that the Ministry 
of Magic had ordered an attack on this boy!”’ (147). This passage 
contrasts the emotional outbursts of the male authority figure 
with Umbridge’s firm control, which seems at once both feminine 
(simper) and masculine (cold). Her quest for power also leads her to 
Hogwarts, where she goes from being a professor to high inquisitor 
to headmistress. In each instance, she utilizes power she derives 
from her position to carry out her own agenda, while positioning 
herself for further advancement. As a teacher, she punishes Harry 
by making him use a special quill to write lines that “cut into his 
skin as though traced there by a scalpel” (267). As high inquisitor, 
she initiates a series of “Educational Decrees” designed to ensure 
her total control over the students at Hogwarts and ending with 
‘Educational Decree Number Twenty-Eight,” which reads, “Dolores 
Jane Umbridge (High Inquisitor) has replaced Albus Dumbledore 
as Head of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry” (624). 
Gallardo and Smith note, “The combined effect of Umbridge’s 
genteel, moralistic mannerisms and perverse methods makes her 
one of the downright nastiest and creepiest adversaries of the whole 
series” (95). Pugh and Wallace further find that

 
What is disturbing about the depiction of Umbridge’s character is 
that she is one of the few women who acts [sic] in a way that directly 
affects the plot of the books, and these independent actions are cast 
as outside the bounds of civilized behavior. Thus, . . . Umbridge is a 
“bad” woman in large part because she acts according to her personal 
desires (272). 

Umbridge is problematic, not only because she is evil, but because 
her actions are at odds with her hyper-feminized performance of 
gender. She is a gendered oxymoron consisting of stereotypically 
feminine traits and traits completely at odds with the feminine, 
and as such, she makes readers uncomfortable. However, as Butler 
explains, “If one ‘is’ a woman, that is surely not all one is; the term 
fails to be exhaustive, not because a pregendered ‘person’ transcends 
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the specific paraphernalia of its gender, but because gender is not 
always constituted coherently or consistently in different historical 
contexts” (4). In other words, what it means to be a woman or a man 
is not uniform and changes over time, and it is precisely because 
current cultural norms dictate that Umbridge should be womanly in 
a uniformly stereotypical way that the character is a difficult one. 
Readers are led to connect her lack of physical attractiveness with 
her unpleasant behavior and to assume that her femininity is the part 
of her that is consciously performed. The fact that her performance 
does not include any kind of nurturing behavior further reinforces 
Rowling’s linking of good, female and nurturance. 

Liminal Women
There are three adult female characters who do not fit neatly into one 
of the above categories, but because they do not, they offer further 
proof that Rowling’s adult female characters are identified more by 
their maternal ability than by the side they choose in the battle of good 
and evil. The first to appear in the series is Petunia Dursley, whose 
hyper-maternal actions seem largely to be the reason her son is a 
spoiled bully. Narcissa Malfoy, Draco Malfoy’s mother, is a similar 
character. Although she has not been the subject of much criticism, 
Mrs. Malfoy plays a key role in the latter part of the series. Some 
critics have compared the Malfoy family to the Dursleys because 
the families consist of an authoritarian father figure, a stereotypical 
mother figure and a spoiled male child.4 However, there is a distinct 
difference between the two. Mrs. Dursley’s actions lead to strictly 
negative consequences for her son and for Harry, while Mrs. Malfoy 
risks herself to save her son’s life and, in doing so, saves Harry. The 
first instance where Rowling describes Mrs. Malfoy’s devotion to 
her son is in Half-Blood Prince, when she goes to Snape and begs 
him to save her son. Her sister, the evil Bellatrix, argues that she 
should not trust Snape and that she is going against the Dark Lord’s 
wishes by confiding in Snape, but Narcissa willingly does whatever 
she must in order to save her son. Upon hearing that her son might 
well be a sacrifice to Voldemort’s anger at Mr. Malfoy, Mrs. Malfoy, 
“crumpled, falling at [Snape’s] feet, moaning on the floor” (Rowling, 
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Half-Blood Prince 35). She does everything in her power to get 
Snape to try to protect her son, even if it means her own torture or 
death at the hands of a displeased Voldemort. Narcissa’s love for her 
child eventually leads her to lie about Harry Potter’s death in the 
final installment of the series because she “knew that the only way 
she would be permitted to enter Hogwarts, and find her son, was as 
part of the conquering army. She no longer cared whether Voldemort 
won” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 726). Furthermore, when she goes 
to Harry to see if he still lives after he confronts Voldemort, Rowling 
writes, “Hands, softer than he had been expecting, touched Harry’s 
face, pulled back an eyelid, crept beneath his shirt, down to his 
chest, and felt his heart” (726). Narcissa is gentle with Harry and 
risks her life for the chance to find her son, demonstrating that she 
is a mother first and a part of Voldemort’s Army second. Because 
of this, Narcissa Malfoy is essentially a sympathetic character, and 
readers are encouraged to think more highly of her than of any other 
member of Voldemort’s group. It’s worth noting here, however, that 
Narcissa differs from Molly Weasley in that her nurturing does not 
include discipline, and it leads to a spoiled, horrible child. 

Nymphadora Tonks, the other character who falls outside 
clearly defined groups in the series, is on the side of good. When 
Tonks is first introduced in Order of the Phoenix, she acts very much 
like a girl rather than a grown woman, in spite of the fact that she is 
of age and is working as an Auror when she meets Harry. Rowling 
describes her: “She looked the youngest there; she had a pale heart-
shaped face, dark twinkling eyes, and short spiky hair that was a 
violent shade of violet” (Rowling, Order of the Phoenix 47). Tonks 
helps Harry pack, and Rowling reveals that not only does she look 
like a girl, but she also lacks womanly housekeeping skills. She 
makes a half-hearted attempt to clean Hedwig’s birdcage and tells 
Harry, “I’ve never quite got the hang of these sort of householdy 
spells” (53). Gallardo and Smith argue:

Overall, Tonks seems to embody the very notion that being different 
and complex is not necessarily a bad thing. She is descended from 
a noble family and yet is a ‘cop’; she is beautiful and a tad vain but 
also tough in battle; she is concerned and brave; she is a woman who 
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speaks bluntly with men, and so on. In all, Tonks seems to live a 
constructive, happy life in juxtaposition, and this gives us hope for 
Harry’s increasingly grim future. A radically different female than we 
have previously seen in Rowling’s magical world, Tonks embodies 
a liminal position that is nonetheless powerful—like Harry, she is in 
between. (93)

I would agree with their assessment that Tonks is unique in the 
world Rowling has created, but only as long as she remains a girlish 
figure who is most at home among young people, often comically 
transforming her appearance for their amusement. Unlike the 
stereotype of the young woman improving her appearance through 
makeup, Tonks’ outward appearance reflects her emotional state. 
When she becomes lovesick at the beginning of Half-Blood Prince, 
she completely changes to the point that Ron notes she “hasn’t 
been much of a laugh lately” (94) because she acts both serious 
and depressed. When she rescues Harry from the Hogwarts Express 
at the beginning of this sixth year, Harry notes, “Last year she had 
been inquisitive (to the point of being a little annoying at times), she 
had laughed easily, she had made jokes. Now she seemed older and 
much more serious and purposeful” (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 
158). She emerges from this dark period at the beginning of the 
final book, now sporting hair that is “her favorite shade of bright 
pink” (45) and showing Harry the ring on her left hand as evidence 
that she and Lupin have been married. Tonks’ development into an 
adult woman is complete when her husband reveals that she has 
given birth to a son, and both are happy and well. When the final 
battle begins at Hogwarts, Lupin tells the others, “Tonks is with [the 
baby]—at her mother’s” (605), which is apparently exactly where a 
new mother should be, with her child, keeping him safe; however, 
Tonks cannot stay away from her husband, and presumably the action 
at Hogwarts, and she leaves her son to join the fight. When Harry 
asks why she is not at her mother’s, she replies, “I couldn’t stand not 
knowing—” (624). Although the specifics of her part in the battle 
are not revealed, when it is over Harry finds “Remus and Tonks, pale 
and still and peaceful-looking, apparently asleep beneath the dark, 
enchanted ceiling” (661). Gallardo and Smith have argued both that 
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Tonks’ “. . . death challenges expected roles: when she joins the final 
battle against Voldemort, we are to understand that her active role 
in the fighting is appropriate even though she is a new mother” (94) 
and also, “Tonks is, in her life and untimely death, a good Auror 
and a good mother who makes the ultimate sacrifice as both: she 
takes positive action to help save the world and thereby saves her 
son” (94). However, in the context of what I have discussed thus 
far, I would argue it is more likely that Tonks’ death is the logical 
result of her failure as a mother. Instead of staying to guard, protect, 
and nurture young Teddy, Tonks chooses to be with her husband, 
and in doing so she leaves her son an orphan. Tonks provides a foil 
for Harry’s mother because while both sacrifice their lives for the 
greater good, Lily dies to protect Harry, and Tonks dies with her 
husband. 

Conclusion
In spite of the inclusion of strong girl characters, who have been 
common in adolescent fantasy since the late nineteenth century, 
and even a few strong women, such as Minerva McGonagall, the 
Harry Potter series closely follows its traditional predecessors. 
In the epilogue to the series, readers learn that Harry and Ginny 
have married. Together with their youngest child, Lily, they reenact 
Harry’s first trip on the Hogwarts Express when Ginny begged to 
accompany her brothers. Lily, who also watches her brothers go off 
to school before she is old enough, echoes her mother, saying, “I 
want to go now!” (Rowling, Deathly Hallows 753). Readers also 
learn that Ron and Hermione have married and created a family, 
as have Draco Malfoy and his wife. Other than the participants 
in this scene, little has changed since Harry, Ron, and Hermione 
first boarded the train. Gallardo and Smith observe, “Although this 
ending fills in the lack left by the loss of ‘Lily and James’—the 
heterosexual couple at the center of all events in Harry Potter—it 
has unfortunate repercussions . . . , as it suggests that the real quest 
of the main characters was to restore the traditional nuclear family” 
(104). Similarly, Alston notes, “The family at the end of the twentieth 
century is as central as ever, as children’s texts attempt to guide their 
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readers through the complexities of family relationships, which 
continually advocate and privilege the traditional, clearly outdated, 
conventional nuclear ideal” (64). The entire series revolves around 
the sacrifice of Harry’s mother, Lily Potter, who became a true 
Victorian angel through her death, which, in this world of magic, 
does not prevent her from giving support when Harry most needs 
it. Harry’s father likewise died to save him, but his sacrifice does 
not carry the same weight as Lily’s; he is not the mother.5 Winters 
explains,

 
James’ death also protects Harry, but at two removes from Lily’s; the 
Invisibility Cloak which James leaves him protects Harry only when 
he himself takes action to walk into danger, and it can be forgotten 
or misplaced or deliberately set aside. The mother’s love protects 
Harry all the time; the father’s only when he wants it. The mother’s 
love allows Harry to be passive; the father’s love requires him to be 
active. (225)

Thus the series is built around the idea that a woman’s primary 
purpose is to sacrifice for her children and that the only appropriate 
role for an adult female is one in which her principal function is to 
nurture. Essentially at issue is not only whether the series provides 
strong characters with whom girls can relate, but also that there 
exists only one acceptable path for those girls to follow. Given that 
Hermione lacks empowered adult female role models, the fact that 
the ending depicts her as a wife and mother, and nothing else, should 
not be surprising. Hermione practices maternal behavior throughout 
the series by taking care of Ron and Harry and seems to accept this 
role willingly. Therefore, although Rowling explores new roles for 
girls and even women, the influence of stereotypes from earlier 
literature endures.  

Notes
1. Examples include contemporary series, such as The Golden Compass 

as well as earlier works by J. R. R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, and Susan 
Cooper.
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2. See, for example, David Steege’s essay “Harry Potter, Tom Brown, 
and the British School Story: Lost in Transit” and Karen Manners 
Smith’s essay “Harry Potter’s Schooldays: J. K. Rowling and the 
British Boarding School Novel.”

3. For example, in The Prisoner of Azkaban, Hermione utilizes the 
Time-Turner in order to enact justice for Buckbeak.

4. Kornfeld and Prothro assert, for example, “the Malfoy family seems 
like a magical world version of the Dursleys” (191).

5. Rowling is most specifically invested in the heteronormative family. 
In part, Voldemort is a foil for Harry because he has no desire to 
perpetuate traditional values, while Harry wants nothing but normalcy, 
which Rowling defines as heteronormative and mostly conservative. 
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