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“But Ron was staring at Hermione as though suddenly seeing her in a whole new light.

“Hermione, Neville’s right — you are a girl. . . .”
“Oh well spotted,” she said acidly.” (Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire)

“Let my girls be Hermiones, rather than Pansy Parkinsons. Let them never be Stupid Girls.” (J.K. Rowling, Rowling’s
Official Website. “For Girls Only, Probably.”)

It would be superfluous attempting to explain the phenomenon called Harry Potter. The seven books in the series by
British born author J.K. Rowling have sold over 450 million copies worldwide and have been translated in over 67
languages. Jack Zipes in Sticks and Stones: The Troublesome Success of Children’s Literature from Slovenly Peter to
Harry Potter observes that the “phenomenal” aspect of the reception of the Harry Potter books has blurred the criteria
“for anyone who wants to take literature for young people seriously.” He adds: “The ordinary becomes extraordinary,
and we are so taken by the phenomenon that we admire, worship, and idolize it without grasping fully why we regard it
with so much reverence and awe” (173). This is exactly where this paper originates from, the need to critique the texts
precisely because of their widespread acclaim and popularity. These books have been, perhaps, the most formative texts
of the twenty-first century so they cannot be simply ignored as pulp fiction or pop culture. To neglect the influence of
these texts is to erroneously presume that they do not reflect the cultural and ideological underpinnings of contemporary
society. As Peter Hunt rightly said that the authors read by the greatest number of children must be the ones who should
be studied most carefully, it is these writers “whose attitudes are more likely to be stamped (through subconscious
osmosis) into the national consciousness” (Children’s Literature 36).

Reading the texts through the lens of gender becomes essential when it is revealed that Joanne Rowling
was asked by her UK publisher, Bloomsbury, to use her initials on the cover (hence J.K. Rowling) on grounds that ‘we
think boys will like [Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone], but we are not sure that they’ll pick it up if a woman
wrote it’ (Cited in Nel 23). Though her identity was disclosed in no time yet the fact remains that even Joanne Rowling
had to conceal her identity in order to facilitate the sale of her books. Intellectual activity remains the sole prerogative
of the White Male and anybody else is a deviant fit to be marginalized.' Gender criticism is thus a moral as well as
political enterprise, it forces one to take a stand and react. It is imperative to understand that gender unlike sex, is a
social construction which is acquired by the subject. We are born as male or female but we become masculine or
feminine by adopting the norms associated with masculinity and femininity. Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex
(1949, trans. 1986) famously proclaimed, “One is not born, but rather, becomes a woman’ which basically suggests that
we become ‘men’ and ‘women’ through socialization, through a symbolic and descriptive inscription into social structures.
So, gender is fluid, it is not what one is but what one does. With that observation we come to Judith Butler’s idea of the
performative nature of gender. Butler posits that gender is created by one’s acts, one becomes a man or a woman by
repeated acts that depend on social conventions, acceptable modes of being and behaviour in a culture. So, the body
becomes the stage on which one acts out one’s gender identity. Butler observes that “gender is a corporeal style, a way
of acting the body, a way of wearing one’s own flesh as a cultural sign,” such that to become a woman means ‘“to
execute, institute, produce, reproduce, wear, flaunt, hide, and always stylize [one’s womanhood] in one way or another”
(“Gendering the Body” 256). This brings us to the understanding that rather than being a fixed attribute in a person,
gender should be seen as a fluid variable which shifts and changes in different contexts and at different times. Butler
suggests that certain cultural configurations of gender have seized a hegemonic hold (i.e. they have come to seem
natural in our culture as it presently is) but that does not mean it cannot be challenged. Since we all put on a gender
performance, whether culturally acceptable or not, anyway, and so it is not a question of whether to do a gender
performance, but what form that performance will take. By choosing to be different about it, we might work to change
gender norms and the binary understanding of masculinity and femininity. Through this paper, it would be shown how
J.K. Rowling’s female protagonist interrogates and renders ambivalent these binaries of femininity and masculinity.

Hermione Granger, Harry Potter’s friend and companion in all his adventures comes from a non-magical
family. In other words, Hermione is a ‘Muggle’, a first generation Witch. She is known for her intelligence proving time
and again that she is cleverer than either Ron or Harry. Yet most critics see her as nothing but Harry’s ‘side-kick’. She
has been described as an ‘enabler of Harry’s and Ron’s adventures’ (Heilman 224), ‘forever urging caution’ (Tucker
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229), as one whose ‘considerable talents are nearly always used in the service of Harry’s quest’ (Pugh and Wallace 270).
Given the fact that the series is about Harry, both Hermione and Ron expend their energies to help him survive and
fulfill his aims. Compared to Harry whose talents are all innate, flying well, speaking to snakes in Parseltongue, a large
amount of courage and nerve, Hermione has to work hard to achieve what she does. Many of her achievements result
from her effective use of magical spells that she has studied in numerous books. So, she cannot be carelessly construed
as Harry’s side-kick. Hermione’s nomenclature in fact proves that Rowling never intended her to be a weak or
inconsequential character. In an interview with Larry King in 2000, Rowling confessed: “I am a bit of a name freak. A
lot of the names that I didn’t invent come from maps. Snape is a place name in Britain...Dumbledore is an old English
word for bumblebee, because he is a musical person. And I imagine him humming to himself all the time.” (Larry King
Live, October 20, 2000) The name and the characteristic trait associated with the name reveal that in these texts, names
imply an extant meaning closely connected to the person named. Hermione’s name has both literary and mythical
antecedents. Hermione was the daughter of Helen and Menelaus from Greek mythology, a character in Shakespeare’s
play The Winter’s Tale, the protagonist of Hilda Doolittle’s novel HERmione and one of D.H. Lawrence’s character’s in
Women in Love. Hermione’s surname Granger recalls the Granger movement in America in the late nineteenth century.
It was the first stage of the agrarian crusade in which farmers voiced their dissatisfaction with deteriorating economic
conditions and agriculture’s declining status in a rapidly industrializing nation (The Oxford Companion to United States
History 318). Granger is also found in Ray Bradbury’s dystopian novel Fahrenheit 451 (1953)> where he is the leader
of outlaws who are preserving books by memorizing their contents and then destroying them. Both references can be
connected to Hermione, the Granger movement to her crusade for the house elves and her formation of SPEW (The
Society for the Promotion of Elfish Welfare) while Granger’s fixation with books mirrors Hermione’s own passion for
reading.

The Greek Hermione is the female form of Hermes, the messenger of Gods, the patron of literature, poetry and
invention. The mythological Hermione was the daughter of Menelaus, King of Sparta, and Helen of Troy, mentioned in
Book IV of The Odyssey?® and immortalized by Euripides in his play Andromache (428-42 BCE). In the play, Andromache,
the captive of Troy has borne a son to Hermione’s husband, Neoptolemus, and the angry Goddess accuses Andromache
of causing her own infertility. However, the verbal exchange between Andromache and Hermione proves the latter’s
strength of character. Instead of accepting calmly her husband’s indifference towards her, she questions his authority in
complete contrast to Andromache. She even flaunts her dowry in front of Andromache to prove her superior social
status. Whereas Andromache is completely devoted to her husband to the point of even suckling his children from
another woman®*, Hermione refuses to accept her husband’s authority over her, abandons him and requests Orestes to
take her with him. Hermione Granger thus had a powerful, independent woman for a namesake in Greek myth and
literature.

The name Hermione is also found in The Bible as the daughter of Saint Philip the Deacon in the fifth book of
the New Testament, The Acts of the Apostles. Referred to as a “prophetess,” she established the first Christian hospital
at Ephesus (now part of Turkey). When her fame as a healer reached the ears of Roman Emperor Trajan (98-117 A.D.),
he tortured her mercilessly to renounce Jesus Christ but the brave woman did not relent. When Hadrian (117- 138 A.D.)
came to the throne, he wanted to show that a Christian woman could be persuaded to worship pagan idols by force. He
had her arrested, pierced her feet with wire and threw her in a cauldron filled with boiling tar. Still unable to convert her,
he had her beheaded. She was later canonized in 117 A.D. (A Cloud of Witnesses: Saints and Martyrs from the Holy
Land 16-17). Saint Hermione is remembered for her resilience and courage even in the face of extreme torture. She thus
contributes to the cumulative portrait of women with this name that lead their lives with resilience and determination.

Shakespeare’s Hermione in The Winter’s Tale (1623) is circumscribed by the choices made by the male characters
in the play. When she is wrongly accused by her husband Leontes of adultery, she protests and then accepts her fate but
does not break down:

There’s some ill planet reigns.

I must be patient till the heavens look

With an aspect more favorable...

I am not prone to weeping, as our sex

Commonly are, the want of which vain dew
Perchance shall dry your pities. But I have

That honorable grief lodged here which burns
Worse than tears drown (Act II Sc I, lines 129-136).

It is her daughter Perdita who resurrects her towards the end of the play and she is accepted by Leontes who is now
convinced of her innocence. The analysis of Rowling’s nomenclature of Hermione Granger would be completed after
looking into the two literary creations by two modernist authors, Hilda Doolittle’ and D.H. Lawrence.® Hilda Doolittle’s
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novel HERmione was published by her daughter Perdita, posthumously in 1981, fifty-four years after it was actually
written. Scripting HERmione, H.D. returned to a year in her life that was “peculiarly blighted.” She was deemed a
failure by her parents after her failure at Bryn Mawr. HERmione is about a young woman divided against herself (Her
and Hermione Gart are the same person) and against a certain perception of the world. She writes: ‘I am Hermione Gart,
a failure...I am Her, Her, Her’ (242). According to Dianne Chisholm, “In writing HERmione, H.D. ...ventures to tell
the unrecorded story of the other (woman), the woman behind the veils of masculine discourse, trapped in fetish artifacts,
whether in writing or in silks” (92). William Pratt finds in the text ‘the quintessence of [H.D.’s] free, feminine spirit,
living intensely for the moment and loving ardently the kindred spirits she meets, male and female, bewitching and
being bewitched by them’(691). Interestingly, H.D. had a platonic relationship with D.H. Lawrence whose Women in
Love (1919) has a character called Hermione. She is described thus in the novel: “She knew she was accepted in the
world of culture and intellect. She was a Kulturtrager, a medium for the culture of ideas. With all that was highest,
whether in society or in thought or in public action, or even in art, she was at once, she moved among the foremost, at
home with them” (11). In both these modern texts, we might anticipate Rowling’s Hermione, one who is independent,
cultured and intellectual. It was necessary to explore all the possible historical, mythical and literary antecedents of
Rowling’s female protagonist to effectively understand and appreciate the character of Hermione Granger. A discerning
reader would be able to appreciate fully the politics behind bestowing such an unusual name recorded in works by
Euripides, Homer, the author of “Acts of the Apostles”, Shakespeare, H.D. and D.H. Lawrence. The intertextual
associations of the name securely locate Hermione in the company of strong, independent women who know what they
want in life and get it.

Joanne Kathleen Rowling has been critiqued for a stereotypical representation of women in her books:
The books are littered with references to giggling girls, although there is not a single reference to giggling boys. For
example, “Mrs Weasley was telling Hermione and Ginny about a love potion she had made as a young girl. All three of
them were rather giggly” (Prisoner of Azkaban 70); “Groups of giggling girls often turned up to spy on Krum” (Goblet
of Fire 317); “Girls giggling around Cho” (396). “Parvati will you go to the ball with me? Parvati went into a fit of
giggles” (401) (Heilman 150).
Heilman also argues that Hermione is always in a subordinate position to Harry owing to her gender:
Males are represented more often, but they are also depicted as wiser, braver, more powerful, and more fun than
females. It is not simply who is present, but also how characters are portrayed, and what they do, that matters. Most of
the girls are depicted as anti intellectual and most keenly interested in the low-status magic of the Divination class. At
the height of action, females are not typically very involved, and they are always fearful and emotional. The relative
powerlessness of females is most evident in the portrayal of the main character, Hermione (146).
Contrary to this, what is interesting that right from the beginning Hermione has been a character who has always been
extremely vocal about herself. When she meets Harry and Ron in the Hogwarts Express, her authoritative “bossy sort
of” voice draws our attention (Rowling 1997, 105). She uses her voice to answer questions correctly in class, figure out
puzzles during adventures, master difficult spells and to admonish Harry and Ron when required. She uses her voice to
speak for herself and others and that cannot come from a position of powerlessness. As for women being portrayed as
anti-intellectual, surely this cannot be said of Hermione. She is repeatedly established as the most intelligent witch of
her class. Snape derisively calls her an ‘insufferable know-it-all” (Prisoner of Azkaban 9), Hagrid proudly asserts, “An’
they haven’t invented a spell our Hermione can’t do” (Chamber of Secrets T), Lupin declares that Hermione is “the
cleverest witch of [her] age” (Prisoner of Azkaban 17) and Dumbledore lauds her for “use of cool logic in the face of
fire” (Philosopher’s Stone 221). Hermione is not only intelligent but she grows into a brave young girl as the series
progresses. People like to believe that Hermione was placed in the Gryffindor house as a necessary plot device, as both
Harry and Ron were in the same house. Her intelligence could have earned her a place in Ravenclaw, but she is put into
Gryffindor because of her courage which becomes more evident as the series progresses. The Sorting Hat does not
hesitate to put Hermione in Gryffindor as it is sure that she possesses the requisite qualities to be in that house: “You
might belong in Gryffindor, Where dwell the brave at heart, Their daring, nerve, and chivalry, set Gryffindors apart”
(The Philosopher'’s Stone 88). The Hat hesitates before placing Seamus and Harry in Gryffindor but in Hermione’s case,
there was not a moment’s hesitation which actually prefigures Hermione’s “daring, nerve, and chivalry.” So if we find
Hermione “shrinking against the wall” with “her mouth open in terror” (129-30) when Harry and Ron rescue her from
the troll, it is in the most difficult of situations that Hermione’s resilience shines. In Order of the Phoenix, Hermione
pretends to cry in order to prevent Professor Umbridge from torturing Harry. She uses the stereotypical feminine behaviour
to her advantage: “Though Hermione was sobbing desperately into her hands, there was no trace of a tear...holding her
hands more tightly over her face, not, Harry knew, out of anguish, but to disguise the continued absence of tears” (747-
48). Judith Butler says that “the action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This performance is at once a
reenactment and a reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized
form of their legitimition” (Gender Trouble 191). This incident proves Hermione’s awareness of the performative
nature of gender roles.

55 J.K. Rowling’s Hermione in literature



Heritage

Hermione is aware of the general patriarchal view about girls and she destabilizes these ideas and values by
exposing Ron and Harry to a more liberated view. In the Half Blood Prince, while she is debating the identity of the
owner of the Potions books with Harry, she gets angry when Harry scoffs at the idea of the book belonging to a girl:
“The truth is that you don’t think a girl would have been clever enough.” Harry is, then, forced to admit, “How can I
have hung around with you for five years and not think girls are clever?” (538). Again, in The Deathly Hallows, after
sneaking into the Ministry of Magic, the three friends are forced to disapparate into the wilderness to avoid detection.
Hermione’s bag wasn’t packed in anticipation of a camping trip and they are all hungry. Ron assumes that Hermione is
to blame for their lack of food, but Hermione protests against the stereotyping of domestic responsibility in their
exchange. Ron complains “my mother can make good food appear out of thin air.” Hermione responds arguing “Harry
caught the fish and I did my best with it! I notice I'm always the one who ends up sorting out the food, because I'm a
girl, I suppose!” (293). She plays a decisive role in all the adventures that the three undergo. Adept at analytical thinking,
she discovers that Nicolas Flamel, Dumbledore’s alchemist friend, is the maker of the Philosopher’s Stone — a stone that
makes gold and prevents ageing and death. As they try to get past the obstacles set by the teachers to reach the stone,
Hermione is able to solve Snape’s spell that is based on logic and then solemnly observes, “A lot of the greatest of
wizards haven’t got an ounce of logic, they’d be stuck in here forever” (Philosopher’s Stone 207). She is very vocal
about the fact that despite being born to Muggles, she will succeed due to her logical thinking, logical analysis which
Harry and Ron are unable to do. Though she helps her friends, she also asserts her independence from them when
required. In the case of fighting for the rights of the house elves, Hermione sticks to the cause despite the ridicule and
non-cooperation she faces from Harry and Ron. In The Goblet of Fire, she decides to go to the Yule Ball with Viktor
Krum from Bulgaria, one of the four students chosen to participate in the Triwizard Tournament. She also suitably
reprimands Ron when he asks her out as the last resort: “Just because it’s taken you three years to notice, Ron, doesn’t
mean no one else has spotted I'm a girl!”(349) and then after the Ball she tells Ron “Next time there’s a ball, ask
me before someone else does, and not as a last resort” (376).

Akin to all her literary and mythological antecedents, Hermione Granger is secondary to the male characters in
the series but she does show a kinship with the nerve and fortitude of her ‘ancestors.” She creates her own space in the
patriarchal set up, blurring the distinctions between masculinity and femininity as required. She uses her intellect with
increasing agency to help all those around her and also to gain control over her own life. She negotiates a position of
power in the texts and Rowling through naming and association suggests that she intends Hermione to be a strong
character, and not merely one of the “giggling girls.” To conclude, it becomes necessary to quote from Emma Watson’s’
speech on Gender Inequality at the United Nations delivered on September 20, 2014:

Both men and women should feel free to be sensitive. Both men and women should feel free to be strong.
It is time that we all perceive gender on a spectrum, instead of two sets of opposing ideals. If we stop
defining each other by what we are not, and start defining ourselves by who we are, we can all be freer,
and this is what HeForShe is about. It’s about freedom (UNWomen website. Emphasis mine).

NOTES

' One is immediately reminded of Robert Southey’s friendly advice to Charlotte Bronte in a letter: “Literature cannot be the
business of a woman’s life, and it ought not to be. The more she is engaged in her proper duties, the less leisure will she have
for it even as an accomplishment and a recreation.” (12 March, 1837) (British Library website) Nobel prize winning Swedish
author Elfriede Jelinek confessed in an interview that even after being felicitated with the most coveted literary award, there is
a lack of scholarly reception of her work by the press. She says: “...a female work is not treated with the same respect as a man
’s...Female works, female products are met with a benign form of contempt”(Interview with Gita Honeggar, This German
Language 19).

2 Fahrenheit 451 is set in the 24" century where the intellectual is an outlaw, televisions have replaced families and books
are considered evil because they make people think and question. Books are burnt as soon as anybody is seen possessing
one.

3 Hermione, the princess of Sparta was left behind when her mother left for Troy with Paris. She has been described thus by
Homer: “... but the gods gave no more children to (Helen) once she had borne her first and only child, the lovely

Hermione, with the beauty of (Aphrodite) the golden.” (Homer, (Odyssey) 4.13). She was promised in marriage to both
Orestes, son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra and Neoptolemus, son of Achilles and Deidamia. She was married to
Neoptolemus and after she came with him to his home, she was faced with Andromache (Paris

’s elder brother Hector’s widow), his concubine. Hermione remained childless and she blamed Andromache for her inability to
be a mother claiming that Andromache cast spells on her. She asked her father to kill Andromache while Neoptolemus was
away at war, but when he chose not to go ahead with the murder, Hermione fled from Epirus with her cousin Orestes.

4 Andromache professes complete subservience to Hector, her husband:
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Take heed; for a woman, though bestowed upon worthless husband, must be with him content, and ne’er advance
presumptuous claims...And yet herein we suffer more than men, though we make a good stand against it. Ah! my
dear lord Hector, for thy sake would I e’en brook a rival, if ever Cypris led thee astray, and oft in days gone by
I held thy bastard babes to my own breast, to spare thee any cause for grief. By this course I bound my husband
to me by virtue’s chains...(lines 222-225, Trans E.P. Coleridge) .
5 Hilda Doolittle (1886-1961) who is known by her initials HD was the spirit of modernism incarnate. Ezra Pound canonized
her as the first imagist; William Carlos Williams devoted a chapter of his Autobiography to her; she was married to Richard
Aldington and romantically involved with D. H. Lawrence. It is beyond question that she was one of the prime movers of
énodernism.
David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930) was a prolific writer, known mostly for his novels Lady Chatterleys Lover, Sons and
Lovers, Rainbow and Women in Love.
7 Emma Watson is the the British actor who played Hermione Granger in the cinematic adaptations of the Harry Potter
books. She was appointed UN Women Goodwill Ambassador in July 2014.
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