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Abstract  

This paper examines the portrayal of female characters, with a focus on Hermione Granger, 

in J.K. Rowling's Harry Potter series, through the critical lenses of Ming-Hsun Lin, Meredith 

Cherland, and Melanie J. Cordova. It explores the implications of narrative perspective and 

gender dynamics, arguing that Hermione's character, despite her strengths as a knowledge-

bearer, is often undermined by the close point of view of Harry Potter, the male protagonist. 

By delineating the effects of Harry's myopic perspective, this study highlights the limitations 

placed on Hermione and other female characters, who are frequently relegated to traditional 

stereotypes and diminished roles within the narrative framework. 

Through an analysis of various narrative techniques, including character development, 

language descriptors, and dialogue tags, this paper reveals how Hermione's agency is 

constrained by societal norms and gendered expectations. Lin's critique of gender and fairy 

tale archetypes, along with Cherland’s examination of the impact of humanist thought and 

Cordova’s exploration of narrative blind spots, underscore the necessity for a critical 

examination of gender representation in literature. This work ultimately advocates for a 

deeper understanding of the complexities of female identity, encouraging readers to engage 

with texts in ways that challenge and seek to dismantle the limiting binaries that persist in 

character portrayals. 
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 Introduction 

 

-Look closely, and what do you see?  

-A world shaped by perception and perspective. 

 Adapted from Melanie J. Cordova's critique 

 

The Harry Potter series, authored by J.K. Rowling, transports readers into a richly woven 

world of magic, conflict, and transformation, yet it is equally a narrative shaped by the 

perceptions and biases of its characters. Meredith Cherland asserts that the constraints 

imposed by humanist narratives often limit the portrayal of female characters, particularly 

within male-dominated structures. Her critique highlights how the male/female binary 

influences the representation and perception of characters, thereby affecting their depth and 

agency. Similarly, Melanie J. Cordova's examination of Hermione emphasizes the 

complications arising from Harry Potter's close narrative lens, which creates a "narrative 

blind spot" that obscures Hermione's potential and merits. Ming-Hsun Lin’s critique of fairy 

tale archetypes further, enrich this analysis by addressing the ways in which these traditional 

narratives inform contemporary character portrayals, reinforcing the necessity for critical 

engagement with gender representations in literary contexts. 

As Harry navigates his own hero's journey, his perceptions of Hermione, often clouded by 

traditional stereotypes, undermine her strength as a knowledge-bearer and relegate her to 

subordinate roles. This analysis posits that the authors uncover critical dimensions of 

Hermione’s character, revealing how narrative perspective shapes our understanding of 

gender identity and representation.  

While genre fiction, like Harry Potter, serves to captivate and engage readers, it also presents 

unique challenges regarding character representation and the underlying assumptions that 

shape our interpretations. This thesis will argue that a closer examination of Hermione 

through the frameworks established by the authors not only illuminates her complexities as a 

character but also serves as a microcosm of the broader dynamics of gender representation in 

literature.  
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Because I´m a girl, I suppose! 

 

Melanie J. Cordova in her essay Because I'm a "Girl", I suppose! : Gender Lines and 

Narrative Perspective in Harry Potter, critiques the portrayal of Hermione Granger in the final 

book of the Harry Potter series, highlighting the limitations imposed by Harry Potter's 

narrative perspective. Cordova argues that Hermione's characterization, while complex, is 

largely framed by how she is viewed through Harry's eyes. This perspective reduces her 

agency and potential, as it often relegates her to a stereotype rather than allowing her to fully 

shine as a capable and knowledgeable character (Cordova 20). 

Cordova references Elizabeth E. Heilman's assertion that the representation of characters is 

not solely determined by their presence but also by how they are depicted and their actions 

within the narrative. She suggests that Hermione's story is compromised by the fact that she 

is constantly situated within Harry's narrative arc, which diminishes her role in the overall 

story. The "constellation of proximity" that Cordova presents implies that the closer a 

character is to Harry, the more their agency is curtailed, effectively making them secondary 

to his hero's journey. The farther characters are from Harry's immediate perspective, the more 

room they have to develop independently and escape the limitations of his worldview (19). 

The critic highlights contrasting interpretations of Hermione's character: Dresang's view of 

her as brave and deserving of her place in Gryffindor versus Heilman's description of her as a 

bookish character whose competence is deemed inferior to Harry and Ron's innate abilities 

(19). This dichotomy emphasizes the inconsistency with which Hermione is portrayed, 

ultimately supporting Cordova's claim that Harry's perspective serves as a myopic lens that 

fails to recognize Hermione's full potential. She argues that this limited viewpoint not only 

constrains Hermione's character development over the series but positions her as a blind spot 

in Harry's journey (19). 

By framing her critique around the dynamics of perspective and agency, Cordova compels 

readers to reconsider the implications of narrative structure and point of view in shaping 

character identities (20). Her analysis invites a deeper exploration of how authors' choices in 

perspective can either elevate or obscure the contributions of female characters, particularly 

in a story that otherwise champions themes of friendship and collaboration.  
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Cordova expands on the concept of interpretive proximity in the Harry Potter narrative, 

emphasizing how the positioning of female characters in relation to Harry Potter's perspective 

affects their portrayal, agency, and development. Cordova employs the metaphor of a solar 

system, suggesting that Harry functions as the Sun, while the female characters are like 

planets at varying distances from him (20). This proximity influences their experiences 

within the story, with those closest to Harry often encountering more limitations and 

challenges. 

Cordova notes that Harry’s visualization of female characters is intimately tied to patriarchal 

structures, as illustrated by Michelle Yeo’s observation of a superficial nod to gender equality 

that conceals deeper inequalities. Through Harry's eyes, characters like Ginny are objectified, 

their worth reduced to their relationships with men and their sexual activities, ultimately 

relegating them to auxiliary roles within the narrative (20). Ginny, while initially depicted as 

a significant character, ultimately becomes auxiliary in the final book, valued primarily for 

her romantic relationship with Harry. 

Molly Weasley’s characterization is similarly viewed through the lens of Harry’s admiration 

for her motherly qualities. While she plays a protective role, Cordova highlights the 

limitations that Harry's perception places on her character depth, suggesting that his inability 

to fully grasp her complexities stems from his closer proximity to her in the narrative (20). 

In examining characters like Luna and McGonagall, Cordova illustrates how a greater 

narrative distance allows them to be interpreted more positively. For example, Luna’s 

creative quirks, initially perceived as silliness, become markers of bravery and nobility 

through her challenges, while McGonagall is recognized for her strength and wisdom, 

qualities that Harry admires from his slightly detached perspective (20). 

Interestingly, Cordova argues that Bellatrix Lestrange, despite being a villain, gains power 

due to her relative distance from Harry. Her skill and determination are acknowledged even 

as Harry labels her as evil, emphasizing that her narrative space encourages a nuanced 

understanding of her character’s complexities. This according to the author contrasts this with 

Lily Potter, who, being the furthest from Harry in terms of narrative proximity and ultimately 

deceased, benefits from a mythos that remains unbroken and revered. Harry's desire to 

reinterpret and uphold his mother's legacy results in a powerful, idealized portrayal devoid of 

critical scrutiny (21). 
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While Cordova acknowledges the importance of the relationships and positions of all female 

characters in relation to Harry, she prioritizes Hermione’s narrative proximity and the 

implications of her portrayal. Hermione's characterization is inevitably shaped by her 

closeness to Harry, as the critic posits that the young wizard often overlooks Hermione´s full 

potential due to his prevailing viewpoint, leading to her relegation within the narrative (21). 

In continuation, Cordova delves into the limitations placed on Harry's perception of 

Hermione Granger, arguing that the close proximity of their narrative relationship creates a 

narrative blind spot (21). Cordova highlights how this proximity affects Harry's ability to 

view Hermione in various roles, thereby restricting the audience's understanding of her 

character.  

The author references Heilman's assertion that gender identity conventions create alienation 

not only for women but also for men. This insight expands the discussion beyond Hermione 

to consider how Harry, as a male character, is subjected to societal expectations of 

masculinity as well. Cordova mentions Meredith Cherland’s critique, which underscores the 

existence of multiple subject positions for both men and women, yet recognizes that these 

positions are frequently shaped by a hierarchical male/female binary (21). By doing so, 

Cordova acknowledges that while the male/female binary may oversimplify character 

dynamics, it nevertheless forms the basis of Harry's understanding of the women in his life. 

Moreover, Cordova references other critics, such as Ruthann Mayes-Elma and Kathryn N. 

McDaniel, who have similarly scrutinized the portrayal of female characters in the series. 

Their thorough analyses reveal the intersection of major issues surrounding feminism and 

empowerment within the narrative context, reinforcing the idea that Harry's viewpoint is 

circumscribed by the patriarchal constructs of the Muggle world (21). 

The author specifically examines Hermione's role as a knowledge-bearer, emphasizing that 

while she holds a position of intellectual authority, Harry interprets this role through a lens 

that underscores his own biases. Hermione's expertise is often framed in ways that are either 

maternal or undermined by dismissive language. This results in a portrayal that diminishes 

her power and complicates her ability to embody her role fully. Ultimately, Cordova contends 

that Harry's close narrative proximity to Hermione obstructs a more nuanced appreciation of 

her capabilities, thereby perpetuating a limited perspective that inhibits her character 

development (21). 
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Cordova delves into the complexities of Hermione Granger's characterization in relation to 

her role as a knowledge-bearer and motherly figure within the Harry Potter series. She argues 

that while Hermione's position can be viewed positively, especially as someone who provides 

essential provisions and support to the group, this characterization is fundamentally shaped 

by Harry's perspective rather than her own agency. Cordova highlights the limitations 

imposed on Hermione by being closely observed through Harry's critical lens, which often 

distorts or simplifies her multifaceted identity (22). 

The author begins by noting that Hermione's ability to perform as a provider, particularly 

during the heroes' time in hiding, mirrors traditional gender roles often associated with 

motherhood. Despite her competence and foresight, Harry's portrayal of her grants the 

responsibility of caretaker without acknowledging her own choices. She argues that this 

dynamic ultimately undermines Hermione’s agency, reducing her actions to conform to 

Harry’s vision of femininity (22). The reference to the "Lily mythos" (23) establishes a 

connection between Hermione and Harry’s idealized notions of maternal qualities, suggesting 

that Hermione, while competent, cannot fully embody this ideal due to the constraints of 

narrative perspectives. 

Cordova continues by examining specific moments in the text that reveal Hermione's internal 

conflict regarding her roles. For instance, when Ron makes a remark implying Hermione's 

primary role is to provide for the group due to her gender, the interaction underscores a 

discrepancy between Hermione’s self-identity and how the male characters interpret her 

actions (23). This reinforces a sense of reluctance about being cast into a motherly role, 

suggesting that her strength as a knowledge-bearer is often diminished or overshadowed by 

societal expectations conveyed through Harry’s viewpoint. 

Moreover, Cordova references other scholars, such as Dresang and Croft (23), who 

acknowledge Hermione's growth and potential as a character. They argue that magic in the 

wizarding world provides equal opportunities for both genders, allowing Hermione to 

develop her talents alongside her male counterparts. However, Cordova contends that despite 

this potential, Harry's perspective continually limits Hermione’s representation and growth. 

She points out that even when Hermione showcases her magical prowess and intelligence, her 

power is often undermined by unfortunate descriptors or plot events that lead to unintended 

consequences, reinforcing the notion of Hermione as ultimately serving the needs of others 

rather than her own (23). 
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In due course, the author critically examines the language used to describe Hermione 

Granger’s character and how it undermines her position as a knowledge-bearer within the 

Harry Potter series. She highlights the detrimental impact of dialogue tags and language 

descriptors that frame Hermione's emotional expressions, particularly through Harry’s 

perspective, ultimately trivializing her depth and capabilities (24). 

Cordova points out specific instances in which Hermione’s laughter is characterized as "high-

pitched" and "out-of-control," and her speech is marked by "awful sarcasm." Such descriptors 

reinforce negative stereotypes associated with female characters, notably the historical 

association of women with hysteria (24). By invoking Dresang’s observations about gender-

biased words and Battis’s critique of powerful female characters behaving in ways that 

undermine their magical prowess (24), the author argues that Hermione’s abilities as a witch 

are diminished by the language surrounding her character. 

Cordova discusses the example of Ron, whose perceived rationality overshadows Hermione's 

intelligence. This dynamic perpetuates the binary of male/female and rational/irrational, a 

theme echoed in Cherland’s critique, which articulates how gendered subject positions limit 

character development (24). Cordova argues that Harry's close relationship with Hermione 

clouds his interpretation of her abilities and actions, causing him to perceive her through a 

narrowed lens that fails to fully appreciate her strengths. 

Moreover, Cordova highlights another critical moment in which Hermione’s skills are 

downplayed. Despite her successful use of spells during a high-stakes situation within the 

Ministry of Magic, her failure to perform the Patronus charm is used as a narrative shortcut 

that ultimately diminishes her character's competence (25). Harry’s commentary on 

Hermione’s struggles further reinforces this condescension, as he translates her actions for 

others, reducing her autonomy and agency. Cordova argues that such moments reinforce 

Harry’s tendency to interpret Hermione’s behaviour according to his own biases, consistently 

reflecting a myopic view of her character (25). 

The author highlights the fact that Hermione's strength as a knowledge-bearer is clouded by 

Harry's proximity to her character, which leads him to misunderstand her motivations. She 

references Mayes-Elma's observation about the prevalence of traditional gender constructions 

throughout the series, indicating that Hermione's portrayal is influenced by the need to 

conform to those stereotypes (25). For instance, despite Hermione demonstrating quick 

thinking and magical proficiency during their escape from danger, Harry's perspective often 
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interprets her actions through a lens that minimizes their significance, instead framing them 

within a context of traditional femininity (25). 

Cordova illustrates this point with specific examples from the text where Hermione's 

assertiveness is presented alongside language that implies hysteria or irrationality. Instances 

of Hermione being described as "hysterical," or where she is emotionally overwhelmed, 

reinforce a problematic portrayal of her character that aligns with historical stereotypes of 

women. This portrayal conflicts with her capabilities; her knowledge and skills in magic are 

frequently overshadowed by language that positions her as subordinate or emotionally 

unstable (25). 

The critique extends to the dynamics within the trio, particularly during conflicts and 

moments of leadership. As seen in the scene where Ron returns after abandoning the group, 

Cordova highlights how Hermione’s justified anger is labeled as "irrational," further 

reinforcing Harry's perception as the rational protagonist while depicting Hermione as 

volatile (26). According to Cordova this dichotomy serves to undermine her valid feelings 

and reinforces the idea that Harry's perspective is skewed by a male-centered view that fails 

to fully recognize Hermione’s competencies. 

As the author continues, she examines Hermione’s actions during critical plot points, such as 

her role in destroying Horcruxes. While Hermione's magical abilities are impressive, Cordova 

points out that they are often accompanied by instances that diminish her agency. For 

example, when Hermione looks to Ron for acknowledgment or when Ron takes credit for her 

successful actions (30), it reinforces the narrative that prioritizes male contributions over 

Hermione’s hard-won knowledge. 

Cordova critiques the limitations imposed on Hermione Granger’s character due to Harry 

Potter's narrative perspective, which she identifies as a significant "narrative blind spot" (31). 

Cordova argues that while Hermione possesses substantial potential as a knowledge-bearer, 

her characterization is ultimately undermined by Harry's close proximity and interpretive 

biases. 

She begins by noting that if the series had been written in the first person, Hermione's role 

might have been interpreted in more intricate ways, allowing for a richer understanding of her 

character (31). However, Harry’s view of Hermione is clouded by his adolescent perceptions, 

leading to a distorted interpretation of her actions. Cordova cites Heilman's assertion that 

people's ideas about gender are culturally constructed, suggesting that Harry, despite being a 
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seemingly progressive character, views Hermione through a lens shaped by Muggle societal 

norms (31). This contextual filter causes Harry to overlook the complexities of Hermione's 

experiences and magical abilities, ultimately stunting her character development. 

Cordova highlights the consequences of this limited perspective, as Hermione's attributes are 

often overshadowed by the stereotypical traits associated with femininity. She emphasizes 

that when Hermione acts in her capacity as a knowledge-bearer, Harry's interpretation 

frequently layers a maternal quality onto her character, derived from the mythos surrounding 

his own mother (31). This creates unrealistic expectations for Hermione, which she is 

doomed to fall short of fulfilling.  

Moreover, the author points to instances where Hermione's powerful role is diminished by 

derogatory language that positions her within stereotypical frameworks. For example, when 

Harry describes her as “hysterical,” it reduces her legitimate emotional responses to 

caricatured behaviour, effectively rendering her less credible and powerful in the eyes of 

readers as well (31). Additionally, Cordova contends that Harry's black-and-white view of 

gender roles contributes to a male/female binary that simplifies Hermione's complexities and 

challenges her agency. 

By referencing Cherland's critique, Cordova underscores the implications of narratively 

situating female characters in relation to male protagonists. She reinforces the notion that 

gendered binaries can limit representation (31), leading to a skewed understanding of a 

character like Hermione, who, despite being established as strong and intelligent, is 

ultimately inadequately served by Harry's viewpoint. 

Reflection 

Melanie J. Cordova's analysis provides a comprehensive critique of Hermione Granger's 

characterization within the Harry Potter series, particularly focusing on the limitations 

imposed by Harry Potter's narrative perspective. Throughout her examination, the author  

adeptly highlights how the interplay between narrative proximity and gender dynamics 

shapes the portrayal of female characters, ultimately underscoring the broader implications of 

storytelling in relation to representation. 

One of the central themes in Cordova's analysis is the concept of narrative blind spots, which 

illustrates how close narrative relationships can obscure the complexities of a character's 

agency. By positioning Harry as the central perspective through which readers experience the 
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story, Cordova articulates how Hermione's potential and strength are often diminished. This 

critique resonates with broader discussions in literary criticism regarding the impact of male-

centric narratives on female characters, echoing points made by other scholars, such as 

Meredith Cherland. 

Cordova draws attention to the ways in which Hermione's characterization oscillates between 

moments of brilliance and instances of stereotype, particularly through the language used to 

describe her. By highlighting specific textual examples, such as the descriptors that portray 

Hermione's emotions as "hysterical" or "shrill," she reveals how the narrative choices 

diminish her status as a knowledgeable figure. This critique effectively calls into question the 

subtle biases present in the language of the narrative and its consequences for character 

development. 

Additionally, Cordova's reference to the mother's mythos surrounding Hermione underscores 

the societal expectations placed upon female characters. The way Harry interprets and 

attributes traditional gender roles to Hermione illustrates how cultural constructs can limit the 

portrayal of women in literature. Her analysis emphasizes the need for a critical examination 

of gender dynamics, advocating for a deeper understanding of the implications of narrative 

perspective on character representation.  

Cordova's reflections also draw attention to the broader issues of agency and power structures 

within the series. By situating Hermione within a context of stereotypical roles and 

contrasting her abilities with those of her male counterparts, Cordova highlights the ongoing 

tension between empowered female characters and the patriarchal frameworks that often 

constrain them. This nuanced conversation aligns with contemporary discussions in feminist 

literary criticism, emphasizing the need for diverse and equitable representations of women in 

literature. 

Cordova highlights the use of close third-person narration, which allows readers to see the 

events primarily through Harry’s perspective. This technique affects how Hermione’s 

character is perceived and limits her agency, as Harry’s biases and interpretations frame her 

actions and attributes. 
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Cordova also touches upon the theme of absence, noting how Hermione is sidelined in certain 

critical moments within the series. Her absence from key scenes results in a diminished 

narrative presence, which affects how her character is perceived and valued. 

Harry´s girls 

Meredith Cherland in her paper Harry's Girls: Harry Potter and the Discourse of Gender 

emphasizes the role of educators in teaching social justice and critical literacy, particularly 

through the lens of feminist post-structural theory. She argues that this framework can help 

students critically analyze texts, like the Harry Potter novels, and challenge societal norms. 

Cherland aims to empower students to understand their identities and the power they hold to 

enact change (Cherland, 273). By focusing on gender, she illustrates how critical literacy can 

inspire hope and agency among young adults, fostering a desire for a better future. 

The author explores the impact of humanism on contemporary thought and its implications 

for education. She identifies humanism as a pervasive framework that shapes our 

understanding of the world, promoting beliefs such as the existence of a unified human "self" 

and the objectivity of reason. Cherland argues that these ideas contribute to a dualistic way of 

thinking, establishing binaries that oversimplify complex realities and reinforce social 

hierarchies (274).  

Cherland highlights the dangers of humanist binaries, such as male/female and good/evil, 

pointing out that they perpetuate societal structures like patriarchy and racism while 

discouraging critical engagement with these issues. The critic also emphasizes how 

humanism reinforces various social structures such as patriarchy, racism, homophobia, and 

ageism, all of which rely on its foundational principles. The tenets of humanism can be 

detrimental to women and other marginalized groups, as they often obscure the systemic 

inequalities that oppress these populations (274).  

As a counterpoint, she introduces poststructuralism as a necessary lens through which to 

challenge humanist assumptions. Following World War II and the Holocaust, the validity of 

humanist beliefs came under scrutiny, revealing the need for critical examination of 

seemingly common sense ideas (274). 

The author emphasizes the importance of understanding the distinctions between humanism 

and post structural theory, particularly for high school students. She argues that by 

contrasting key concepts such as language, discourse, and binaries, students can gain insights 
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into how these frameworks shape our understanding of the world. Cherland uses J.K. 

Rowling's Harry Potter series, specifically the last four novels, as a lens through which to 

illustrate these theoretical principles (274). 

Cherland explores the concept of discourse, noting that in humanism, it is simply understood 

as communication, while poststructuralism sees it as a pattern of language that both reflects 

and constructs beliefs and identities. She illustrates this through Rowling’s narrative choices, 

where the Veela episode subverts traditional gender discourses by depicting male characters 

as irrational in the face of female allure, while Hermione embodies rationality and control 

(275). 

The author delves into the concepts of subjectivity and desire as frameworks for 

understanding identity within the context of humanism and post structural theory. She 

contrasts the humanist notion of a stable, unchanging "self" with the poststructuralist 

perspective that sees subjectivity as constructed through language and social interactions. 

Cherland cites Gee's concept of "identity kits" to illustrate how individuals navigate cultural 

discourses, shaping their self-perception and beliefs about identity (276). 

Using the character Fleur Delacour from the Harry Potter series, Cherland demonstrates how 

certain storylines reinforce traditional gender binaries. Fleur's representation, such as being a 

beautiful, sexual figure associated with the Veela, offers young female readers a powerful, 

albeit limited, subject position. Conversely, male readers may adopt the role of the rational 

individual who must resist irrational desires. This dynamic highlights how post structural 

theory can elucidate the ways in which gender hierarchies are perpetuated across generations, 

as young people internalize societal expectations from various cultural sources (276). 

Cherland also addresses the concept of desire, rejecting the humanist view of desire as a 

natural essence and asserting that desire is socially constructed. She argues that the Harry 

Potter novels organize and normalize desires, particularly sexual ones, while notably 

excluding representations of homosexual desire. This absence signals a limited perspective on 

sexuality within the narrative (276).  

Cherland's analysis underscores the role of literature, such as the Harry Potter series, in 

shaping cultural norms and expectations regarding gender and desire. By framing these 

concepts within post structural theory, she encourages readers to critically examine the ways 

in which narratives influence individual identities and societal structures (276). This critical 

approach empowers students to recognize and interrogate the representations of gender and 
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desire present in popular culture, fostering a more nuanced understanding of their own 

identities and the cultural context in which they exist. 

The author critically evaluates the concept of agency as presented in the Harry Potter novels, 

contrasting a humanist interpretation with a post structural view. She identifies Harry as a 

quintessential humanist hero, characterized by his ability to make choices and act as a moral 

agent. This perspective portrays him as a figure who overcomes challenges and embodies the 

ideals of truth and rationality (277).  

However, Cherland also suggests that a post structural reading of agency complicates this 

narrative. She points out that Harry's struggles with conflicting desires, including his love for 

Ginny and the desire for vengeance, demonstrate the complexities of human motivation and 

decision-making (277). Rather than positioning Harry's desires as mere distractions or 

weaknesses that he must overcome, Cherland advocates for a deeper understanding of how 

these desires shape our identities and agency. 

By encouraging students to trouble Rowling's views on agency, the author invites them to 

question the conventional narrative that individuals must simply choose between rationality 

and desire. She argues that recognizing and naming the desires we experience, including both 

those that inspire and those that conflict, can provide valuable insights into how we navigate 

our roles as agents in the world (277). This post structural perspective emphasizes the 

importance of understanding the interplay between desire and agency, suggesting that a 

nuanced approach to our motivations may lead to wiser actions in the face of complex social 

realities. 

The author also explores the concept of positioning as it relates to the humanist and post 

structural worldviews, particularly through the lens of the Harry Potter novels. She argues 

that a humanist perspective perceives individuals as static entities moving through the world, 

bringing their essential selves and desires along with them (277). Contrastingly, a post 

structural perspective posits that people actively construct their social and psychological 

realities within specific historical contexts, shaped by the discourses available to them. 

Cherland utilizes moments from the Harry Potter series to illustrate how various subject 

positions, roles defined by cultural narratives and discourses, are made available to 

characters. For example, in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Harry is presented with 

conflicting subject positions during an intimate moment with Ginny, where he can embrace 

his role as a lover or adhere to the role of a dutiful, rational leader in the face of impending 
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war. This moment highlights the tension between personal desire and societal expectations, as 

Ron's interruption compels Harry to assume a more rational, duty-bound identity rather than 

nurturing his emotional connection with Ginny (277). 

Additionally, Cherland points out that the novels provide multiple subject positions for 

female readers as well. While Ginny is initially portrayed as a dangerous temptation in her 

interaction with Harry, she is also depicted as a competent and accomplished individual 

through her athleticism and intelligence. However, male characters, like Ron, can reinforce 

negative stereotypes by expressing concern over her popularity and positioning her as 

promiscuous, subtly invoking societal judgments about female sexuality (277). 

Through her analysis, the author emphasizes how the Harry Potter novels reflect and 

contribute to the construction of gendered subject positions, influencing how young readers 

perceive themselves and others. By framing this discussion within the context of post 

structural theory, Cherland encourages a critical examination of the narratives that shape 

identity and agency. This invites students to consider how they negotiate their own subject 

positions and resist limiting stereotypes in their lives, fostering a greater awareness of the 

complexities of gender, agency, and the social structures that inform them (277). 

Later on, the author critiques the dualistic thinking inherent in humanism, emphasizing how it 

constructs hierarchical binaries that shape our understanding of identity and reality. She 

identifies fundamental binaries such as male/female, rational/irrational, and good/evil as 

integral to both humanist thought and the narratives woven throughout the Harry Potter 

novels. According to Cherland, these binaries establish conventional "common sense" ideas 

that go unquestioned in society (278). 

Using the characterization of the Veela in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, Cherland 

illustrates how traditional discourses associate femininity with irrationality and danger, 

reinforcing gendered stereotypes. She argues that these representations create a narrative 

framework where girls are portrayed as alluring yet fundamentally weak, making these 

limited subject positions appealing for young female readers to adopt (278).  

Cherland further critiques the character of Hermione Granger, whom she observes occupying 

various subject positions throughout the series. While Hermione serves as a foil to Harry, 

portraying a range of traits, from panic and emotional expressiveness to cleverness, Cherland 

argues that her character often reinforces dualistic narratives that define gender. For example, 

Ron’s dismissal of Hermione's concerns about house elves highlights the tension between 
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rationality and emotionality in their dynamic, illustrating how gendered expectations serve to 

undermine advocacy for justice (278).  

Through her analysis, Cherland advocates for a post structural reading of the text that 

encourages readers to examine the binaries and subject positions presented to them. She urges 

students to recognize how these narratives shape their identities and influence their 

understanding of gender and morality. By framing her discussion in this way, Cherland 

empowers readers to challenge and reconfigure the limiting narratives imposed by humanism, 

promoting a more nuanced and critical engagement with both literature and their own lived 

realities. This critical perspective not only enhances readers' comprehension of the texts but 

also fosters a deeper awareness of the social structures that influence their perceptions of self 

and other. 

Cherland reflects on the harm and hope found within the Harry Potter novels, particularly as 

they relate to the male/female binary and the broader cultural discourses that sustain it. She 

asserts that while J.K. Rowling likely does not intend to harm young readers, the narratives 

she employs are steeped in humanist traditions that reinforce existing societal binaries, 

notably the male/female dichotomy. Cherland highlights the invisibility of homosexuality 

within the text, questioning the implications for LGBTQ+ youth who, amid their formative 

years, may struggle to find representation or positive discourse about their identities. This 

absence, she argues, contributes to heightened vulnerability, particularly among gay teens 

(279). 

Cherland characterizes the male/female binary as a cultural fiction that helps justify social 

hierarchies, aligning the first term of the binary with the concepts of normality and 

desirability, while relegating the second to a position of inferiority. Despite this, she finds 

hope within post structural theory, asserting that individuals can resist and redefine the 

subject positions available to them. This resistance can also manifest in the creation of new 

narratives that address existing gaps and silences in dominant discourses (279). 

The author discusses the emergence of the Harry Potter fandom as a vibrant space for this 

kind of creative engagement. Through fan fiction and other forms of media, fans actively 

challenge and expand upon the narratives presented in Rowling's work, introducing diverse 

character relationships and nuanced identities that resonate with a broader spectrum of 

experiences (279). This participatory engagement not only fosters critical literacy skills but 

also empowers readers to reinterpret and reshape the narratives they consume. 
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Ultimately, Cherland's reflections underscore the dynamic nature of identity and narrative 

construction. She encourages readers to embrace the continuous journey of self-discovery and 

transformation, empowered by a critical engagement with the texts they encounter. By 

applying feminist post structural theory to their analyses, individuals can uncover the deeper 

meanings within narratives and actively participate in the re-creation of social realities for the 

better. 

In her conclusion, Cherland acknowledges the complexity of post structural theory, admitting 

that her analysis may have oversimplified some of its nuances for the sake of clarity within 

the confines of her paper. She encourages educators interested in a deeper understanding of 

feminist post structural theory to consult foundational texts by Weedon, Davies, and St. 

Pierre, which provide comprehensive overviews and applications of these concepts in 

educational contexts. By engaging with these works, teachers can explore the foundational 

ideas of poststructuralism and enhance their pedagogical practices (281). 

 

Reflection 

Cherland's critique emphasizes the significant role that humanism and post structural theory 

play in shaping our understanding of identity, particularly in the context of literature and 

popular culture. Throughout her analysis, she foregrounds the interplay between language, 

discourse, and identity formation, highlighting how cultural narratives influence our 

perceptions of gender and the self.  

One of the key aspects of Cherland’s critique is her focus on the male/female binary, which 

she exposes as a limiting construct that upholds societal hierarchies and norms. She 

articulates how narratives within the Harry Potter series exemplify these binaries, providing 

examples of characters and situations that reinforce traditional gender roles and the 

invisibility of non-binary identities. Cherland's use of specific character analyses, such as 

those of Harry, Ginny, Fleur, and Hermione, serves to illustrate her points about the 

limitations and implications of these narratives. 
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Connection to Humanism 

While humanism, as described by Baldick (170), emphasizes the expansion of human 

capacities and promotes an optimistic view of humanity, Cherland's critique points to a 

troubling aspect of this ideal: its tendency to create rigid binaries and reinforce hierarchical 

structures. The author argues that humanism presents the human subject as stable and 

essential, which can lead to a narrow understanding of identity.  

In the context of literature, such as the Harry Potter series, Cherland contends that humanist 

narratives continue to uphold traditional gender roles, which may inhibit the exploration of 

varied identities. This critique illustrates that, despite the positive ideals associated with 

humanism, like personal growth and development, there is a necessity to question and 

deconstruct these frameworks to include a broader spectrum of human experiences. Thus, 

while humanism aims to celebrate potential and growth, it is vital to remain aware of its 

limitations in truly representing the diversity of human identities. 

 

Connection to Post structural Theory 

Cherland's advocacy for post structural theory presents a significant contrast to the principles 

of humanism defined by Baldick. While humanism celebrates the expansion of human 

capacities and promotes an optimistic view of individuals as sources of potential, Cherland 

argues for a more nuanced approach that addresses the complexities of identity formation. 

Humanism's focus on positive human potential tends to emphasize stable and essential 

identities; however, Cherland's perspective challenges this notion by advocating for 

poststructuralism, which reveals that identities are not fixed but are instead constructed 

through language and social interactions. This allows for a more fluid understanding of 

identity, recognizing the multifaceted nature of human experience that can be marginalized in 

traditional humanist frameworks. 

By enabling critical exploration of how identities are formed and represented, post structural 

theory proposes an alternative to the optimistic, yet potentially limiting, ideals of humanism. 

Cherland emphasizes that this theoretical approach empowers students to question established 

narratives in literature, which can lead to a more inclusive and equitable understanding of 

social dynamics. In this way, poststructuralism expands upon humanism's foundation by 

advocating not only for the recognition of human potential but also for the deconstruction of 
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simplistic categories that fail to encompass the diverse realities of human existence. 

Therefore, the move toward post structural thinking complements and critiques the humanist 

perspective, suggesting a need to integrate the ideals of inclusivity and social justice into the 

understanding of human capacities. 

Gender & fairy tale 

Ming-Hsun Lin, in her article Fitting the Glass Slipper: A Comparative Study of the 

Princess’s Role in the Harry Potter Novels and Films, explores the intersection of gender, 

fairy tale archetypes, and modern commodity culture within J.K. Rowling's Harry Potter 

series, particularly in comparison to traditional fairy tales. The author references key theorists 

like Jack Zipes and critiques the portrayal of gender in the series, highlighting both negative 

and positive interpretations. On one hand, critics argue that Rowling's work perpetuates 

patriarchal narratives; on the other, some, like Eliza T. Dresang, acknowledge feminist traits, 

particularly in the character of Hermione Granger (Ming-Hsun 79). 

The author emphasizes Rowling's manipulation of gender roles by drawing on both 

archetypes and stereotypes associated with fairy tales, focusing on characters such as Ginny 

Weasley, Hermione Granger, and Harry Potter. Ming-Hsun  posits that while the princess 

archetype is typically feminine, Rowling positions Harry as the primary fairy tale hero, 

suggesting a structural trans gendering of the protagonist (80).  

Ming- Hsun discusses Hermione Granger's character in the context of fairy tale heroines and 

underscores the scene where she is attacked by a troll in Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 

Stone. Hermione's initial display of intelligence and desire to impress her peers leads to 

alienation, setting the stage for her emotional vulnerability. In the scene Hermione finds 

herself cornered by the troll which highlights her predicament and evokes sympathy from her 

friends, marking a turning point in their relationship. The author here emphasizes Hermione’s 

vulnerability, drawing parallels to classic fairy tale tropes that involve female heroines facing 

dire situations where they must rely on the aid of male counterparts (88). 

Hermione’s struggles, according to the critic, serve as a reflection of the physical and 

psychological challenges she faces, including the alienation from her peers and the threat 

posed by the troll. The narrative underscores a theme of female subordination, as suggested 

by Maria Tatar, wherein Hermione's plight can be viewed through the lens of fairy tale 

traditions where female desires are often subordinate to male desires (89). 
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By lying to Professor McGonagall about her role in the incident, Hermione’s actions 

demonstrate both self-awareness and acknowledgment of her own vanity. This act places her 

firmly within the trope of the stereotypical fairy tale princess. However, the author argues 

that there is an ironic twist in this portrayal, as Hermione’s role as a damsel in distress is not a 

reflection of her inherent traits but rather a situation created by the clumsiness of Harry and 

Ron. This inversion of traditional fairy tale dynamics serves to critique the formulaic 

portrayal of heroes and heroines (89). 

Reflection 

Lin’s work underscores the complexity of Rowling's manipulation of gender roles, revealing 

how these characters are influenced by traditional fairy tale narratives while simultaneously 

challenging them. This duality is essential in understanding Hermione's character, as she 

embodies both the strengths and vulnerabilities commonly associated with fairy tale heroines.  

Lin’s reference to the dichotomy of criticisms surrounding Rowling's work identify feminist 

traits. Through Lin’s perspective, it becomes clear that Hermione’s journey is marked by both 

the empowerment of her intelligence and the vulnerabilities induced by her interactions with 

male characters, particularly Harry and Ron.  

Lin’s analysis of the troll scene highlights crucial moments of emotional vulnerability that 

align with classic fairy tale tropes. Hermione's initial display of intellect followed by her 

predicament emphasizes how her strengths become overshadowed by her reliance on male 

counterparts when placed in dangerous situations. Her subsequent emotional vulnerability not 

only evokes sympathy but also serves as a turning point in her relationship with her friends, 

revealing the complexities of female agency in the face of traditional story structures. 

Hermione’s struggles reflecting both physical and psychological challenges opens avenues 

for deeper exploration of female subordination in literature. The ironic twist articulated by 

Lin, where Hermione’s role as a damsel in distress emerges not from her inherent traits but 

rather from circumstances created by Harry and Ron, serves as a vital critique of traditional 

fairy tale dynamics. This inversion of roles encourages me to question the formulaic 

portrayals of heroes and heroines in literature. By framing Hermione’s journey within this 

critical lens, I aim to illuminate the complexities of her character and the ways in which her 

representation both reinforces and challenges established gender norms. 
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A comparative analysis of the three 

Ming-Hsun Lin, Meredith Cherland, and Melanie J. Cordova engage in a shared examination 

of gender representation and characterization in the Harry Potter series, each bringing unique 

perspectives to their analyses. Lin explores the intersection of gender and fairy tale 

archetypes, emphasizing how characters like Hermione Granger embody both traditional 

roles and feminist traits. This aligns with Cherland's critique, which focuses on the 

importance of critical literacy and empowerment in educational contexts, highlighting how 

narratives affect identity formation and gender perceptions. 

Cordova builds upon the discussions initiated by Lin and Cherland by critiquing Hermione's 

portrayal through Harry Potter's limited narrative perspective. She argues that while 

Hermione is a capable and knowledgeable character, her agency is often diminished as she is 

seen through Harry’s eyes, which reduces her complexity and relegates her to a stereotype. 

This notion of perspective aligns with Cherland's exploration of how gendered subject 

positions influence character development and engagement with societal norms, illustrating 

the constraints placed on both Hermione and the dynamics between male and female 

characters. 

Both Lin and Cherland highlight the significance of character agency within patriarchal 

structures, while Cordova adds depth by examining how Harry's viewpoint creates a 

"narrative blind spot" that inhibits a fuller appreciation for Hermione's strengths. Cordova 

references Elizabeth E. Heilman’s assertion that a character's representation is shaped by how 

they are portrayed in the narrative, echoing Lin’s critique of patriarchal narratives and 

Cherland's emphasis on the need for critical engagement with texts.  

Additionally, Cordova's metaphor of interpretive proximity reflects the ideas presented by 

both Lin and Cherland regarding how the positioning of characters in relation to Harry shapes 

their portrayal and agency. Characters closer to Harry often have their narratives constrained, 

reinforcing the binary dynamics that Cherland critiques regarding male and female roles. 

Cordova’s examination of female characters, such as Ginny and Molly Weasley, supports 

Lin’s analysis of gender hierarchies by illustrating how their worth is often diminished by 

their connection to Harry. 

Furthermore, both Cordova and Cherland acknowledge the societal implications of gender 

representation in literature, addressing the need for greater awareness of how narratives can 
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empower, or limit characters based on their proximity to male protagonists. This connection 

underlines the importance of interpreting Hermione's character with a critical lens, as 

Cordova argues that Harry's perceptions, shaped by his biases, consistently undermine her 

agency.  

In conclusion, the analyses of Lin, Cherland, and Cordova create a comprehensive dialogue 

about the limitations and potential of female characters within the Harry Potter series. They 

collectively emphasize the need for critical examination of narrative structures, character 

agency, and the interplay between gender dynamics, inviting readers to reshape their 

understanding of these themes in contemporary literature. 
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