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Introduction 
Although children’s literature is generally considered simple and apolitical in 

nature, my research seeks to challenge this notion by examining how J.K. 

Rowling’s Harry Potter series offers a socio-political critique of Western notions 

of rugged individualism. By conducting a comparative character analysis of the 

series’ eponymous hero, Harry, and his nemesis, Voldemort, I argue that the 

Harry Potter books warn against the dangers of extreme individualism and 

power and instead uphold a vision of ethical goodness rooted in a recognition of 

one’s relation to the other that demands ethical action and condones 

community over isolation. Such a vision, I further argue, is rooted in ethical love, 

which I define not as the sentimental phenomenon, but rather as the ability to 

accept one’s vulnerability, dependency, and responsibility to the other. 

Considering the Harry Potter series’ global reach, its offering of an ethical world 

view based on collective action, communication, and understanding has 

particular significance as people learn how to ethically navigate a globalizing 

world in the 21st century.  

Method 
Using a combination of 

 

 Socio-ethical theory 

 Genre theory 

 Late 20th-century/early 21st-century 

socio-historical context 

 Author interviews 

 Literary analysis 

 A close reading of the Harry Potter 

books themselves 

 

I conducted a comparative character 

analysis of Harry and Voldemort to 

determine the role of ethical love and 

power within the Harry Potter books, and 

how their respective journeys offer a 

criticism of rugged individualism in 

Western culture.  

A Closer Look… 
Some of the themes I examine: 

 

  The role of ethical love in early 

infancy, and its effects on 

psychological/social 

development 

 

  The relationship between the “I,” 

the “other,” vulnerability, and 

violence 

 

  Harry’s journey to understand 

the humanity within the other 

and then take ethical action 

rather than condemn or deny his 

relation to the other 

 

 The portrayal of collective action 

vs. rugged individualism 

Future Work 

Disclaimer: The background image I used is the promotional poster for the Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hollows Part 2 movie, and is owned by Warner Bros. Studios. 

Harry Potter’s story offers a criticism of Western notions of individualism and 

power.  Rather than uplift the narrative of the rugged individual, J.K. Rowling 

instead proposes a hero who works within a larger collective.  By embracing his 

vulnerability  to and reliance upon others, Harry learns to understand the 

humanity in the ultimate “evil” other, Voldemort, and takes the ethical action 

that will ensure life and community.  In a 21st-century, globalizing world, Harry’s 

story about confronting and understanding the other is crucial, as it encourages 

readers, both young and old, to not violently condemn those that are different, 

but rather seek to understand them. 

I am expanding my research on this topic in my English Honors Thesis, where I 

will examine how Harry’s and Voldemort’s journeys are tied into greater notions 

of the ethical good.  Drawing on theory by Charles Taylor, Carl Jung, and Ursula 

Le Guin, I will argue that Harry and Voldemort come to represent two competing 

hyper-goods in British culture: power and community.  In order to renegotiate 

these hyper-goods and frameworks, I will propose that Harry must first 

understand and confront the “shadow other” in Voldemort, who represents all 

the darker sides of humanity. Only after understanding the shadow other can 

Harry complete his ethical journey, defeat Voldemort, and help rebuild his 

community. 


