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Maternal Power and Feminism

ALEXANDRA HIDALGO

Although the Harry Potter series and its film adaptations focus on the
adventures of its eponymous main character, women both living and dead
play a significant role in not only moving the story forward but in driving its
salient themes of love and sacrifice for others. As Dumbledore keeps reminding
Harry, it is his mother’s willingness to die for him that allows him to survive
and finally defeat Voldemort. Maternal power, however, is not limited to Lily
Potter. The series is propelled by a number of literal and metaphorical mothers,
who through the success or failure of their maternal roles determine the fate
of the world created by Rowling. The series portrays the strides made by fem-
inism,' especially through the contrast and similarities between Molly Weasley
and Hermione Granger. Through Hermione’s character, Rowling addresses
much of the ambivalence many Second Wave feminists have expressed about
motherhood’s demands and the ways in which maternal roles have been used
to keep women from focusing on their own needs.

Second Wave feminism’s relationship to women’s maternal duties is
understandably ambivalent. While women have been historically able to exer-
cise great power through their roles as mothers and matriarchs, their maternal
obligations also fettered them to the home sphere, often preventing them
from growing intellectually and professionally. Thus, the Second Wave’s push
for women to find fulfillment in education, the work place and sexual liber-
ation didn’t always leave room for motherhood. Most working women wanting
to have a family today find that the Second Wave’s conflicts have not been
resolved.

Women still face the arduous task of balancing motherhood and their
professional commitments. In spite of being childless in the literal sense until
the epilogue, Hermione, who I will claim is a Third Wave Feminist, performs
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maternal functions toward Harry, while excelling in her “professional” life,
that of student, rebel witch and Horcrux hunter. This essay will propose that
in the books and the film adaptations, Hermione serves as both argument
and inspiration for women’s ability to succeed in motherhood, their careers
and their relationships with friends, family and partners. I will examine how
maternal power is embodied by the other characters in the story in order to
show that Rowling presents a complex portrayal of the conflicts mothers expe-
rience, thus providing a rich and detailed context for readers to understand
Hermione’s own maternal power.

The Right Kind of Sacrifice

Before we even meet the ten-year-old Harry, we learn of his mistreatment
at the Dursleys. Although there are pictures of Dudley all over their living
room, “The room held no sign at all that another boy lived in the house, too”
(1997, p. 18). His Aunt Petunia is neglectful, and while most of the cruelty
Harry suffers growing up is not inflicted by her, she does nothing to stop her
husband from abusing her nephew. However, as Dumbledore explains to the
Dursleys, Harry “at least escaped the appalling damage you have inflicted
upon the unfortunate boy sitting between you’” (2005, p. 55). As much as
Harry grows up unloved, he is not spoiled and smothered as Dudley is. Petu-
nia, the most detached from feminism of any other female characters in the
series, stays home, cooks, cleans obsessively, spies on her neighbors, is terrified
of losing her social status, is subservient to her husband and dotes on Dudley
to the point of asphyxiation. Her maternal skills are so poor that she manages
to turn the boy she hates into a decent human being and the boy she loves
into a bullying, selfish coward. It is unclear how much of this is her own
doing and how much comes from her unquestioning faith in her husband’s
judgment. Either way, through Petunia, Rowling delivers a clear warning that
mothers untouched by feminism are not only hurtful to themselves — she is
perpetually anxious — but to their families.

Perhaps harder to believe than the existence of giants and Polyjuice Potion
is the fact that petty and unkind Petunia could have grown up in the same
family as Lily. The first thing Harry hears from the world of magic comes
from Hagrid, who tells him, ““Yeh look a lot like yer dad, but yeh've got yer
mom’s eyes” (1997, p. 47). He will continue to hear this throughout the series.
From Hagrid, Harry also learns that his parents were Head boy and Head girl
at Hogwarts and very talented. They were also good providers, leaving Harry
with a vault full of gold that keeps him from having to resort to the scholarship
fund fellow orphan Tom Riddle uses to cover his Hogwarts expenses.
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We don’t know much about Lily’s profession, but we don’t know about
James’s either, so we can assume that with her talent she probably worked, or
would have worked if she hadn’t come of age during the most dangerous time
in wizarding history. Besides being members of the Order of the Phoenix and
eventually going into hiding, we don’t know how Harry’s parents spent their
time other than doting on their son, of which we learn through Lily’s letter
to Sirius. Lily is “a very pretty woman” (1997, p. 208) but no one refers to
her as a great beauty, as they do with Draco’s mother, Narcissa, or with Fleur.
Unlike the latter two, whose main attraction lies not in the way they relate
to others but in their looks, Lily has the most popular boy at school in love
with her when there are, no doubt, more physically striking girls he could
focus on. Hermione, who I will show is like Lily in many ways, experiences
something similar when Viktor Krum starts frequenting the library for a
chance to be near her. While we know Hermione from the beginning and can
see why someone like Krum might find her attractive, it is not till the end of
DH that we finally come to understand everything Lily had to offer the two
brilliant wizards who loved her till the day they died.

The first time we actually meet Lily is through a memory Snape tries to
keep from Harry during their Occlumency lessons. The memory is just as
painful for Harry as it is for Snape but for different reasons. Up until this
moment, Harry has missed his mother’s love and thanked her for her sacrifice,
but his fascination has been with his father, the Quidditch star and brilliant
rule-breaking trickster whose best friend, Sirius Black, is one of Harry’s
favorite people. His connection to his father is so strong that his Patronus,
unknown to him, is a stag like James’s. Harry craves being told that he is like
James, whom he has built up to be flawless in his mind.

Snape’s memory reveals a very different father. We see a fifteen-year-old
James, concerned about his appearance and with attracting attention, who
attacks someone simply because Sirius is bored. His Scourgify jinx makes
Snape gag and choke. Everyone laughs until Lily defends him by saying, “You
think you’re funny.... But you're just an arrogant, bullying toerag, Potter.
Leave him alone’” (2003, p. 647). As James’s torture continues and Lily’s
attempts to rescue Snape intensify, Harry has two dreadful realizations. The
first is that his father was a bully, something that Harry, having been bullied
by Dudley, cannot quickly forgive. The second is that “his mother had been
decent, yet the memory of the look on her face as she had shouted at James
disturbed him quite as much as anything else” (2003, p. 653). For the first
time in the series, when it comes to looking at his mother and father, Harry
identifies with Lily, not James, and worries that his good mother ended up in
a loveless marriage to his unkind father. It is surprising, perhaps, that it has
taken him so long to see himself as being more similar to Lily than James. As
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Ximena Gallardo-C. and Jason Smith explain, “Appearing with a traditionally
feminine narrative structure, Harry, in essence, is a boy caught in a girl’s
story.... Harry may be sexed male, but he is passing through a world where
many females have walked before him and triumphed” (2003, p. 196). They
argue that Harry’s experience of childhood abuse and being constantly
rewarded for his selflessness and kindness is closer to a female than a male
hero journey. While I think their notions of gender may be too rigid, Gal-
lardo-C and Smith help us see that Harry is much closer to Lily than James
in how he relates to others.

Perhaps due to the mistreatment he experienced growing up with the
Dursleys, Harry is aware of others’ pain and never hurts someone — not even
his enemy Draco — unprovoked. Unlike, his father, who according to Sirius
bullied Snape in part to get Lily’s attention, Harry is shy around Cho and
Ginny, never flaunting his masculinity. Like Lily, who as a Mudblood has seen
her share of discrimination — even from Snape — Harry cannot bear to hurt
others for the fun of it because he knows exactly what it feels like to be on the
receiving end of that fun. However, as I will show below, it is Hermione,
another maligned Mudblood, whose compassion allows her to detect and ease
the pain of other people and creatures that go unnoticed by Harry. From the
little we see of Lily, we get a sense that like Hermione, she had a keen sense
of compassion for others, which is why Hermione’s guidance of Harry in that
respect feels like a completion of what Lily would have wanted for her son.
The film adaptation’s choice to blur and shorten the memory of James’ bullying
of Snape, and to remove Lily from it, makes sense in terms of keeping things
moving at a cinematic pace, but it also deprives audiences of the chance to
see Harry identify with Lily, not James, a key statement made in the books.

It is Snape who, before dying, provides us with a narrative abour Lily’s
childhood and teenage years. Through his memories we learn that Petunia’s
treatment of Harry was not instigated by Lily, who was loving and protective
of her Muggle sister. We also see her nonjudgmental personality as she
befriends the greasy-haired, poorly dressed and abused boy whom Petunia
finds disgusting. In school, where she is clearly popular, Lily sticks by the
very unpopular Snape, worrying about his Dark Magic proclivities and trying
to stymie his hatred for Mudbloods. The whole story rests on Lily’s kindness
toward Snape, but we don’t realize this until the final section of DH. Readers
may wonder why if both James and Lily died trying to save Harry, it is only
Lily’s sacrifice that protects him. The answer lies in the fact that Snape, still
in love with Lily and horrified that it was his own reporting on Trelawney’s
prediction that leads Voldemort to kill Harry, begs Voldemort to spare her.
Voldemort in a rare display of humanity agrees to keep her alive for Snape’s
sake. Thus, unlike James, who is killed on the spot, Voldemort gives Lily a
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choice to save herself, and it is when she refuses that the protective spell of
her love is cast. One could argue that most mothers would have died to protect
their son, but it is Lily’s loyalty and caring for an unwanted and tortured per-
son like Snape that causes her sacrifice to work toward defeating the most
dangerous wizard of all time.

While Lily’s sacrifice keeps Harry alive, it is not enough to defeat Volde-
mort. For that, Harry must learn to follow in his mother’s footsteps and sac-
rifice himself for the ones he loves. By allowing Voldemort to kill him, Harry
awakens Lily’s protection living in Voldemort’s own blood since he took
Harry’s blood to rebuild his body. Thanks to Lily’s choice, however, it is only
the fragment of Voldemort’s soul living inside Harry that dies when Harry
lets himself be killed, leaving Voldemort unable to hurt Harry or any of the
people he sacrificed himself to protect. Hermione’s role in his ability to make
the right choice is almost as important as Lily’s. As Dumbledore’s spirit
explains to Harry, it was key that he choose to destroy the Horcruxes instead
of trying to make himself immortal through the Hallows, because without
sacrificing himself he would have been unable to defeat Voldemort. To keep
him from the Hallows temptation, Dumbledore says, “I counted on Miss
Granger to slow you up, Harry. I was afraid that your hot head might dom-
inate your good heart’ (2007, p. 720). Hermione, as Dumbledore hoped,
keeps Harry focused on destroying the Horcruxes, completing the work Lily
began toward turning Harry into the sort of person who, like herself, is willing
to die to protect those he loves instead of seeking immortality, as Voldemort
does.

Lily and Hermione’s work would have been for nothing if Harry had
not received help from an unlikely ally. When Narcissa is asked to check
whether Harry is dead after Voldemort attacks him, she immediately realizes
he’s breathing. Instead of giving him away, however, she asks whether Draco
is still alive. When she learns he is, she claims that Harry has been killed. As
Harry explains, “Narcissa 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” (2007, p. 726). Narcissa’s action is
crucial because anyone else could have killed Harry at this point, since Lily’s
and his own sacrifice protect him only from Voldemort. Narcissa, as we learn
in the books, is as hateful and prejudiced as her son, calling Hermione “scum”
(2005, p. 114) and, no doubt, supporting her husband’s efforts to bring Volde-
mort back. However, her love for Draco is much stronger than her politics
and racism, leading her to not only lie to Voldemort but to ask Snape, against
Voldemort’s orders, to make the unbreakable vow to help Draco kill Dumb-
ledore. Even in this Death Eater, maternal love is more powerful than any
other allegiance.
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As Dumbledore would no doubt remind us, it is Voldemort’s misunder-
standing of maternal love that leads him to trust Narcissa with the task of
checking Harry. His ignorance stems from having never met Merope, his own
mother, who after years of abuse by her father and brother fell in love with
Tom Riddle, a handsome Muggle neighbor. Dumbledore conjectures that she
used love potions to keep him by her side, but once she was pregnant she
mistakenly thought he'd grown to love her, so she stopped using them. Aban-
doned by Riddle, she refused to use magic and made no effort to stay alive
to care for her son. When Harry questions her behavior, Dumbledore tells
him, “do not judge her too harshly, Harry. She was greatly weakened by long
suffering and she never had your mother’s courage” (2005, p. 262,). While
Dumbledore is able to forgive her, Voldemort interprets her death as weakness
and abandonment. Being his only magical parent, she bequeaths him the gift
of magic, and a very powerful magic at that, but she does not accompany that
gift with love and caring — not that she had known any herself— thus creating
a monster. Like Petunia, Merope in her utter weakness and helpless suffering
at the hands of men, is far removed from feminism. However, while Petunia’s
behavior seems to be a choice —after all, her sister Lily fits many feminist
ideals — Merope never had a chance. It is accidental poor mothering, then,
that seems to be the source of the worse evil in the series.

Merope’s story has been omitted from the films, weakening Rowling’s
emphasis on maternal abandonment as an insurmountable problem. It is hard
to say whether Merope, as well as Lily’s defense of Snape, have been left out
in order to keep the films going at an entertaining cinematic pace, or if it the
significance of such moments was simply missed by the male screenwriters
and director. Perhaps adding a female screenwriter to the team may have
resulted in these sections being included, though of course, we cannot assume
that because a writer is female, she will be attuned to issues of gender and
maternal power. Still, for a series that was written by a woman and that deals
with female and feminist issues throughout, having at least some female
screenwriters and directors might have resulted in films that more strongly
reflect the gender issues presented in the books.

Metaphorical Mothers

While Dumbledore acts as a father/grandfather for Harry, his fellow
Hogwarts professor Minerva McGonagall provides what none of his other
mother replacements do: discipline and rigidity. When Harry meets her, we
learn that “[s]he had a very stern face and Harry’s first thought was that this
was not someone to cross’ (1997, p. 113). His first impression is indeed right.
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Minerva has no problem putting him in detention when she thinks he deserves
it, and unlike other teachers like Dumbledore, Lupin and Slughorn, she does
not overlook his faults or infractions out of fondness or to protect him. The
only exceptions concern Quidditch, of which she’s as an avid fan, and she’s
willing to slightly bend the rules for her Seeker. Minerva’s stern treatment of
Harry does not come from unkindness or lack of love — she cares so much
about him that she spends a whole day spying on the Dursleys before Harry
is brought to them as a baby. She treats Harry with discipline because she
believes that’s the best she can do for him. This particular incarnation of the
mother in Rowling’s universe believes in letting children learn from their own
mistakes and making sure it’s clear to them that she will not get them out of
the messes they get themselves into. This approach takes perhaps more courage
than the others since it makes women who are devoted to children, as Minerva
is to Harry and his fellow Gryffindors, less popular with them than more for-
giving, affectionate mother figures.

Molly Weasley is as rigid with her children as Minerva is with Harry,
although she doesn’t discipline Harry in the same way, in spite of thinking of
him as a son. She takes care of him from the moment she sees him struggling
to get into platform 9% and helps him figure out how to do it. She then pro-
tects him when Fred wants to ask him what Voldemort looks like, telling her
son, ““I forbid you to ask him, Fred. No, don’t you dare. As though he needs
reminding of that on his first day at school (1997, p. 97). She seals his wel-
come into the family by making him Weasley sweaters every Christmas —a
privilege neither Hermione nor Bill’s fiancée Fleur enjoy — and she gives him
her brother Fabian’s gold watch for his seventeenth birthday, a gift parents
usually provide on that occasion (2007, p. 114). During her argument with
Sirius about how much Harry should be told about the Order of the Phoenix,
Sirius tells her that Harry is not her son, to which she replies, “He’s as good
as.... Who else has he got?”” (2003, p. 90). Harry has a number of potential
mothers, as I have shown and will continue to show, but Molly is the only
one to actually claim him as a son. Moreover, being accepted by Molly means
being part of her talented and loving family, thus fulfilling Harry’s dearest
wish: to have a family.

One could perhaps make an argument for Molly being quite removed
from feminism. She is, after all, a housewife whose life revolves around her
children and husband, and who, although a member of the Order of the
Phoenix, seems to mostly cook and clean for them, a glorified maid of sorts.
Following the above description, we could picture Molly as what Jennifer
Baumgardner and Amy Richards call Martyr Moms, who “are passive-aggres-
sive, making dinner for eight when theyre exhausted, and then hating you
later for i, essentially ceding their own lives in the thankless service of others
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[since our] patriarchal society expects mothers to be totally giving and avail-
able, downplaying their own needs, ambitions, and desires” (2000, p. 211).
Martyr Moms existed before the Second Wave of feminism, but after the 60s
and 70s, when female liberation discourses became more widespread, the
problem intensified. Knowing there is a different way of living as a woman
but being unable to attain it cannot be easy for overworked mothers who feel
their labor is not appreciated. Rowling could have easily turned Molly into a
Martyr Mom, but instead she crafted her as someone who finds great empow-
erment and joy in her maternal role, not only toward her own children and
Harry, but toward fellow members of the Order like Tonks and Lupin. Rowl-
ing is making an argument for women like Molly, who happily and skillfully
perform the role of housewife and mother, to also be viable representations
of feminism.

Molly is an accomplished cook and healer and manages to keep a house
that, while not obsessively clean like Petunia’s, is always pleasantly livable.
Although she has seven children — eight if you count Harry — she seems to
find time to focus on all of them, often to their annoyance, as her arguments
with Bill about his earring and long hair show. She also worries about Harry’s
appearance, not only laundering his clothes but “attacking his hair with a wet
comb” before he attends his hearing at the Ministry (2003, p. 157). Like Bill,
Harry finds this gesture slightly irksome, since in OozP he is barely managing
to keep his adolescent rage under control. However, much like the Weasley
children, he knows it comes out of love, and he doesn’t outwardly fight it.

While Molly takes care of her children’s physical needs, she also exercises
all discipline at home. After Ron and the twins steal Arthur’s car to rescue
Harry from the Dursleys, they are terrified of her wrath upon their return.
“All three of Mrs. Weasley’s sons were taller than she was, but they cowered
as her rage broke over them” (1999, p. 33). Even Mr. Weasley fears her, threat-
ening the twins to tell their mother about how they tested one of their products
on Dudley but backpedaling when she questions him about the incident. Gal-
lardo C. and Smith argue that Molly’s role as the disciplinarian is problematic
because it reinforces “the image of women as the civilizers of men” (2003, p.
193). However, Molly is just as strict with Ginny, so she is in fact the “civilizer”
of children. I would argue that her role as a disciplinarian can be seen as one
of strength. She is undermining the traditional view of fathers being the ones
who children fear and who exercise control over their behavior.

Molly is not perfect, however. As Gallardo C. and Smith note, “both
Hermione and Mrs. Weasley fall head over heels for the vain and fraudulent
Gilderoy Lockhart” (2003, p. 194). In the twelve-year-old Hermione it’s
understandable, but in Molly it shows a marked lack of instinct, since it takes
Harry one brief meeting to know Lockhart can’t be trusted. Molly also believes

























