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Abstract 

In this essay, J.K. Rowling’s series about Harry Potter is analyzed by the use of feminist 

theories and gender studies. The main aim of the essay is to examine how Hermione Granger 

is portrayed. The analysis is based on three of the novels, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 

stone, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban and Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. 

This essay argues that Hermione, in the first novel, is depicted as a stereotyped female 

character, but that she develops and grows over the course of time, which leads her character 

to deviate from the traditional gender stereotypes. The results are supported by different 

examples from the novels, which relate to the used theories and previous research.  

 

Keywords: J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter, Hermione Granger, Feminist theories, Stereotypes, 

Gender, Traditional gender roles  

 

Sammanfattning 

I denna uppsats analyseras J.K. Rowlings serie om Harry Potter med hjälp av feministiska 

teorier och genusstudier. Huvudsyftet med uppsatsen är att undersöka hur Hermione Granger 

är porträtterad. Analysen är baserad på tre av romanerna Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 

stone, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban och Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. 

Uppsatsen argumenterar att Hermione, i första romanen, är skildrad som en stereotypisk 

kvinnlig karaktär, men att hon under tidens gång utvecklas och växer vilket leder till att 

hennes karaktär senare avviker från de traditionella könsstereotyperna. Resultaten stöds av 

olika exempel från texterna som relaterar till de använda teorierna och tidigare forskning. 

 

Nyckelord: J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter, Hermione Granger, Feministiska teorier, Stereotyper, 

Kön, Traditionella könsroller  
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J.K Rowling’s series about Harry Potter has taken the world by storm since the first book was 

published back in 1997. The fact that the last book of the series, Harry Potter and the Deathly 

Hallows (2007), had sold over nine million copies during the first days of publication shows 

its reach of popularity (Heilman 1). Over the course of the last 22 years, many previous critics 

have discussed the series from various theoretical perspectives. It has on several occasions 

been approached from a feminist perspective, and scholars and journalists, as well as teachers 

and authors have created a worldwide discussion of the topic. The debate broadly contains 

one side that argues that the stories fall in line with feminist beliefs and theories and one side 

that believes that the stories strengthen stereotypical and non-feminist values. The field of 

feminist criticism is broad and contains of many different factions which have contributed to 

the fact that a progress can be seen when it comes to viewing gender equality in literature and 

fiction. In this essay, I have chosen to use feminist theories and feminist literary criticism 

together with gender studies to explore how the leading female character is portrayed. When 

analyzing matters such as this, how a female character is depicted, the former research and 

studies of feminist literary criticism create an opportunity for better discussions. Even though 

the awareness has grown, some things, such as the expectations of the fantasy genre remain 

somewhat patriarchal. 

 The aim of this essay is to examine the development and growth in the character 

of Hermione Granger, through the lens of feminist criticism. Many before me have discussed 

whether Hermione, like so many other female characters in young-adult and children’s books 

that contain heroic protagonists and great adventures, is portrayed in a manner that reproduces 

and perpetuates stereotypical views of gender or if her character challenges conventional 

depictions of women. In this essay, I will show that, at the beginning of the series, her 

character construction falls in line with conventional patriarchal structures. However, the 

more established her character becomes and the older she gets, the more she grows and 
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develops to become an independent woman who deviates from the traditional gender 

stereotypes.  

 I have chosen to examine Hermione’s growth and development throughout three 

of the novels: Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997), Harry Potter and the 

Prisoner of Azkaban (1999), and Harry Potter and The Goblet of Fire (2000)1. The first novel 

is chosen because it is the first time the readers get to meet Hermione and her character is 

established. The third and the fourth novels, in contrast, are chosen because Hermione has a 

more prominent function, in which she shows a different side of herself compared to the first 

novel. I have selected Hermione as the center of analysis because she is one of the main 

characters and at the same time, arguably, the most important female character in the novels. 

  According to Raewyn Connell, the concept of gender must be understood in 

terms of social and cultural patterns in the everyday life, and that it is “above all, a matter of 

the social relation within which individual and groups act” (9). These patterns, however, do 

not express the bodily differences in humans, instead, society and its structures address the 

human bodies and place the reproductive differences of male and female into play (Connell, 

9-10). Connell also discusses this in terms of character dichotomy, which because it is related 

to both the social effects and the bodily differences, suggests gender stereotypical ideas that 

characterize certain traits as either completely female or completely male (40). It implies that 

“women are supposed to be nurturant, suggestible, talkative, emotional, intuitive and sexually 

loyal; [and] men are supposed to be aggressive, tough-minded, taciturn, rational, analytic and 

promiscuous” (Connell 40). The biological and bodily differences between men and women 

are referred to as sex, whilst gender, on the other hand, signifies the cultural programming that 

tells us what is masculine and feminine (Tyson 86). Hence, it is the cultural programming that 

accounts for the fact that patriarchal society, which puts women in a submissive place, is not 

                                                 
1 Subsequently Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s stone (PS), Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (PA) 

and, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (GF). 
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biologically, but rather culturally produced (Tyson 86). With the traditional gender roles 

(which portray men as strong, decisive, rational and protective, and women as weak, 

submissive, emotional and nurturing), our society still reinforces the patriarchal structures that 

women are, from the day they are born, inferior to men (Tyson 85). Lois Tyson discusses 

three famous fairy tales including a stereotyped female character that is either the “good girl” 

or the “bad girl”2, in which she also suggests that the two identities (good or bad) are the only 

identities that the patriarchal ideology expects women to have (89). The characterizations that 

exist in the tales imply that if women do not acknowledge their roles in a patriarchal society 

and do not act in accordance with the stereotypes of gender, they are to be portrayed as 

monsters who are evil or wicked and, conversely, that if women were to accept their part in  

patriarchal society and act according to the “rules” that exist, they would be portrayed as a 

“good girl” (Tyson 89).  

 To further examine and understand gender and the submissive position of 

women, the concept of intersectionality can be used (Shields 301). Intersectionality, as a 

theory, functions to “understand gender in relation to other social identities, such as race, 

class, ethnicity and sexual orientation” (Shields 303). Furthermore, the term intersectional 

invisibility explains the meaning of having a multiple subordinate-group identity (Prudie-

Vaughns & Eibach 377). Because of the prototypes and specified definitions that 

androcentrism, ethnocentrism, and heterocentrism produce of how a person should be or look, 

the non-prototypical people (which do not have the required qualities) become excluded from 

these groups. Those who then have a multiple subordinate group-identity, such as African-

American women (African-American; women), will experience so-called intersectional 

invisibility since they “do not usually fit the prototypes of their respective subordinate group” 

(Prudie-Vaughns & Eibach 378). The traditional way to emphasize this is with the term 

                                                 
2 “ ‘The wicked queen in ‘Snow White,’ the wicked fairy in ‘Sleeping Beauty,’ and the wicked stepmother and 

stepsisters in ‘Cinderella’ ” (Tyson 89). 



Hallén 5 

double jeopardy, which suggests that because of both the ethnic and gender biases that exist, 

minority women are the ones who suffer the most (Prudie-Vaughns & Eibach 378-379). I 

have opted to use intersectionality and intersectional invisibility as approaches in this essay 

simply because Hermione is not only a woman, but a muggle-born woman. This is indeed 

central for the analysis of Hermione since in the world the characters of the stories exist, 

being a muggle-born corresponds to being marginalization on the basis of ethnicity. 

Hermione’s background and origin, and her gender put her into the category of being an 

individual with a multiple subordinate-group identity, as well as a woman in a man-dominated 

world.  

  In addition to these theories, feminist literary criticism provides questions that 

can be asked about how the studied text depicts women. First and foremost, is the text 

promoting patriarchal ideology? And how does the text portray other factors, such as class 

and race when it comes to the female experiencer (Tyson 119)? In the Harry Potter series, 

most of the sequences are told from a third-person limited perspective centered on the 

character of Harry. In Melanie Cordova’s article “ ‘Because I’m a Girl, I Suppose!’: Gender 

Lines and Narrative Perspective in Harry Potter” she writes that “the primary complication for 

Hermione is that her story is seen through Harry’s eyes” (19). She argues that because of the 

narration, which mostly comes from Harry, the readers sympathize with him and his point of 

view (28). She also states that Hermione has a knowledge-bearer role, which becomes 

undermined several times during the series because of Harry’s misunderstanding of her and 

that those misunderstandings lead to the fact that Hermione is placed into traditional gender 

stereotypes (25). Since there are not many sequences in the novel that are seen from 

Hermione’s own point of view, this becomes an issue because it, to some degree, neglects her 

as a female experiencer. 

  The first time Hermione appears in the novels is on the Hogwarts Express in the 
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first novel. The readers get a rather short introduction about her features: “She had a bossy 

sort of voice, lots of bushy brown hair and rather large front teeth” (PS 112). This 

characterization makes the readers interpret her in a somewhat negative manner, mainly 

because she is described as a rather ugly girl who is bossy. Hence, the first thing the readers 

think about Hermione is based on an interpretation in which she is judged by her looks. She 

does not align with the stereotypical view that women and girls are supposed to be beautiful 

and attractive in the eyes of men and Harry’s interpretation of her influences the readers to see 

her in a patronizing way. During the first half of the novel, Hermione is frequently depicted as 

a “bossy know-it-all” (PS 176), who does everything to follow the school’s rules and whose 

worse nightmare is to be expelled (PS 173). In almost all of the passages where Hermione 

interacts with Harry and Ron, she continues to be portrayed in a negative way, as someone 

annoying: “He [Ron] turned to Hermione. ‘Can we help you with something?’ ” (117) or as 

someone who is hindering them or complaining about what they are doing: “And it’s really 

none of your business, said Harry” (165), “Harry couldn’t believe anyone could be so 

interfering” (166). Because of the narration, the prejudices about her continue, since it only 

shows the male character’s perspective.  

 Harry’s (and Ron’s) comments and reactions emphasize that Hermione’s 

primary function in the first half of the novel is to be an annoyance to them. However, this 

changes when the three of them become friends and Hermione’s character starts to acquire 

more complexity. The manner in which this friendship begins, however, is interesting to 

analyze from a gender perspective. In chapter ten, Hermione is saved by Harry and Ron when 

a troll has entered the school. During the battle with the troll, Hermione’s acts are described in 

a stereotypically feminine way: “[She] was shrinking against the wall opposite, looking as if 

she was about to faint”, “she couldn’t move, she was flat against the wall, her mouth open 

with terror” (PS 188). The boys, on the other hand, are described as brave because of their 
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actions, putting their lives at stake for Hermione’s. The traditional gender roles are visible 

during this scene; whereas Hermione aligns with feminine features, such as weak and 

emotional, Harry and Ron align with masculine features, such as strong and protective. 

Hermione’s portrayal in this scene strengthens the traditional gender roles and the patriarchal 

stereotypes which suggest that women are weaker than men. As the readers have learned so 

far in the novel, one knows for a fact that Hermione is skilled enough to do what Harry and 

Ron do. She is the one who performs the charm (Wingardium Leviosa) during their lesson 

and the one who teaches Ron how to execute it (PS 184). However, she is not able to do it in 

the heat of the moment. Instead, Hermione freezes with fear, which the stereotypical 

assumptions expect a girl to do, whilst Harry and Ron are able to save her. Their friendship is 

later confirmed, through the narrative in the last passage of the chapter: “But from that 

moment on, Hermione Granger became their friend. There are some things you can’t share 

without ending up liking each other, and knocking out a twelve-foot mountain troll is one of 

them” (PS 192). The narrative clearly confirms its male perspective when stating that she 

became “their” friend, instead of saying that “they”, including all three of them, became 

friends. 

 Furthermore, the negative characterizations of Hermione and the portrayal of her 

are also amplified through the use of certain language descriptors. This can be seen many 

times throughout the first novel. Hermione’s actions and reactions are more often described in 

stereotypical feminine fashion than those of the male characters. She is often associated with 

expressions of hysterical femininity, such as being “shrilly” (167), that she “gasped” (117, 

204, 288), “cried” (206, 293), “screamed” (240), “shrieked” (241, 297), “squeaked” (243); 

“wailed” (289), or that she behaves “anxiously” (296), or “nervously” (302). Her male 

friends’ actions, however, are described in a more neutral manner and, more often than not, 

their lines just follow the simple format “Said [name]”. Harry and Ron, the main male 
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characters are not described in the same manner as Hermione, but, interestingly, the character 

Neville Longbottom is, which further establishes gender normativity. He is often 

characterized as effeminate and is often connected to Hermione in the way the same terms are 

used to describe his actions. By comparing Neville, who is portrayed as scared, weak, 

confused and clumsy, with Hermione, the narrative undermines both of them when it indicates 

that a boy who does not possess manly qualities is equal to a girl. Tyson points out that 

expressing emotions, and especially emotions such as fear, is considered unmanly, since, 

according to the traditional gender roles, men are expected to be both physically strong and 

emotionally stoic (87). What happens with the character of Neville is that he does not fit into 

the category of being a “real” man, instead his “weaknesses” characterize him as a feminine 

boy, or rather as a girl. This shows, once again, how the traditional gender roles and the 

gender stereotypical view are present since it displays what the patriarchal society implies: 

that men are superior to women.  

 Hermione’s intensive way of trying to be an intelligent and successful witch can 

productively be explained by using the questions that feminist literary criticism suggests. First 

and foremost, as mentioned, she is a female trapped in a story with a masculine narrative 

perspective, but also because she comes from a non-magical family. Her almost obsessive 

way of following the rules and trying to prove how smart she is by reading all the books she 

can lay her hands on might be her way of proving her worth in the wizarding world. What 

Hermione does is that she upholds her position as a typical “good girl” to fit into her new 

world. In accordance with Tyson’s aforementioned discussion about the three fairy tales (89), 

when Hermione accepts her role in the patriarchal structure that she exists within, she acts on 

the rules that are given to her instead of challenging them. Hermione chooses to strictly 

follow the rules to prove herself as a “good girl”, who is both worthy and intelligent enough 

to be a part of the wizarding society. Ron, who comes from a magical family is already an 
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insider, and Harry is returning from the muggle-world to his “real” world, unlike Hermione 

who is a completely new member. Since Hermione is an outsider compared to the rest, her 

way of being a “good girl” could be her compensating, or rather overcompensating, for the 

fact that she does not come from a magical family. Draco Malfoy, who becomes Harry’s 

nemesis, indicates the class differences that exist in the magical world: “You’ll soon find out 

some wizarding families are much better than others, Potter. You don’t want to go making 

friends with the wrong sort” (PS 116). By stressing the hierarchy of wizarding families, 

Malfoy, without even mentioning the Muggle-born wizards/witches places them at the 

bottom. In the second book of the series Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets (1998), 

Malfoy, with the intention of offending Hermione, points out her background: “ ‘No one 

asked your opinion, you filthy little Mudblood’, he spat” (111). Ron later explains the 

meaning of the word: “Mudblood’s a really foul name for someone who is Muggle-born – you 

know, non-magical parents. There are some wizards – like Malfoy’s family – who think 

they’re better than everyone else because they’re what people call pure-blood” (Chamber of 

Secrets 114-115). So, if one was to grade all the characters in the story using their features 

and origin, the one who ends up on the lowest rung, both as female and as a non-pure-blood, 

is Hermione. She can, therefore, be placed into the subordinated category of double jeopardy 

since she lives in a society in which she is constantly doubly oppressed because of her origin, 

and her gender. Because she is part of this doubly marginalized group, she persistently tries to 

prove herself in every way possible. This, as well, contributes to the fact that she is portrayed 

as a “bossy know-it-all” (PS 176), with the goals of being the exemplary student.  

 In the third book of the series, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (1999), 

the character of Hermione receives a less stereotypical portrayal than in the first novel. Even 

though Hermione was portrayed as aligned with the traditional gender roles, she still justified 

herself as an intelligent witch. During their third year at Hogwarts, Hermione takes her 
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ambition to study to the next level. As early as in chapter four, the readers find out that 

Hermione is taking more new subjects than both Harry and Ron (PA 60). Harry asks: “Are 

you planning to eat or sleep at all this year Hermione?” (60), because neither the readers nor 

her two friends can figure out how she is able to take all the subjects. Later in the novel, this 

is explained by the use of the Time-Turner. However, even when the device is introduced by 

Dumbledore nobody except Hermione understands his meaning:  

“ ‘What we need,’ Said Dumbledore slowly, and his light blue eyes moved from 

Harry to Hermione, ‘is more time’.  

‘But –’ Hermione began. And then her eyes became very round. ‘OH!’ ”. (PA 

417) 

 

Using the Time-Turner, Harry and Hermione can save both Buckbeak and Sirius Black from 

their horrifying fate, but this still remains unknown for Harry (and therefore the readers as well). 

Hermione then explains what it is and what it does: 

“ ‘It’s called a Time-Turner,’ Hermione whispered, ‘and I got it from Professor 

McGonagall on our first day back. I’ve been using it all year to get to all my 

lessons. Professor McGonagall made me swear I wouldn’t tell anyone. She had to 

write all sort of letters to the Ministry of Magic so I could have one. She had to 

tell them that I was a model student, and that I’d never, ever use it for anything 

except my studies... I’ve been turning it back so I could do hours over again, that’s 

how I’ve been doing several lessons at once, see?’ ”. (PA 420)  

 

As Tara Foster writes in “ ‘Books and Cleverness!’ Hermione’s Wits”, the Time-Turner 

works as a device to show both the intellectual and academic accomplishments of Hermione 

(111). She also argues that the Time-Turner “provides [Hermione] with an opportunity for 

greater self-knowledge and personal growth, a development that makes her a stronger role 

model for younger readers” (111). What Hermione does is that she takes matters into her own 

hands, which gives her agency in the text. She can no longer be compared to a passive 

princess that needs to be saved by a prince, as in the first novel (when she is saved from the 
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troll by Harry and Ron). Even though Hermione struggles to choose between breaking the 

rules or being the typical “good girl”, her ethical view of what is the right thing to do makes 

her, several times, break the rules. Even back in the first novel, Hermione chooses to join 

Harry and Ron when they believe Snape is going to steal the stone, instead of following the 

rule not to enter the third floor (PS 291). However, the difference between the two novels is 

that, in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, she moves from being a passive character 

to becoming a more active one. Hermione who before was known as a “bossy know-it-all” 

(PS 176) is now vindicated because of her knowledge and ambition. She is, according to 

Professor Lupin “the cleverest witch of [her] age” (PA 368). Hermione, and her ambition to 

succeed as an intelligent and hardworking witch, as well as her willingness to break rules 

when she deems it necessary, is what saves Buckbeak and Sirius. When receiving the Time-

Turner, Hermione had made Professor McGonagall several promises, such as not using it for 

anything other than her studies and not telling anyone about it. However, as it turns out, she 

breaks several rules by both telling Harry about it and using it for other purposes. Arguably, 

when Hermione chooses to break the rules she takes one step further away from the 

stereotypes of her being a typical “good girl” who fits into the category of the traditional 

gender roles. 

During their third year at Hogwarts, Hermione receives a lot of criticism from 

her two friends. A feud between the three friends occurs when Hermione believes that the 

broomstick Harry received was sent by the mass murderer Sirius Black. Neither Harry nor 

Ron believe this and do not seem to care about it, which leads Hermione to take matters into 

her own hands. She tells Professor McGonagall about this, and the broomstick is later taken 

away from Harry (PA 236-246). Both Harry and Ron are angry with Hermione after this, and 

she starts to avoid them (PA 247). About a month later, when the three of them finally begin 

being friends again, Ron realizes that his rat is missing and that there is blood everywhere. He 
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blames Hermione’s cat, and therefore Hermione herself, which seriously threatens their 

relationship: “It looked like the end of Ron and Hermione’s friendship. Each was so angry 

with the other that Harry couldn’t see how they’d ever make it up” (PA 268). Hermione then 

says to Harry: “ ‘Ok, side with Ron, I knew you would!’ She said shrilly. ‘First the Firebolt, 

now Scabbers, everything’s my fault, isn’t it! Just leave me alone, Harry, I’ve got a lot of 

work to do’ ” (PA 269). The fact that Harry chooses to believe in Ron rather than Hermione 

could be connected to character dichotomy. The specified traits that are believed to exist 

within a man or a woman suggest that men are more rational and analytic and women, on the 

other hand, are more emotional (Connell 40). Using these preconceptions of how men and 

women act, Harry might choose Ron’s side because he believes him to be more rational since 

he belongs to the male-spectra, whereas he tends to view Hermione as an overreacting and 

emotional girl, who gets overthrown by her emotions instead of thinking clearly and rationally 

when, for instance, arguments occur. This becomes somewhat ambiguous and problematic 

because Hermione’s most prominent characteristics are that she is analytic, rational and smart. 

Even though Hermione is all by herself, she somehow manages to put up with 

all the schoolwork and later on also helps Hagrid prepare for Buckbeak’s trial (PA 291). 

Hermione establishes herself as a more rational person than, for example, Ron. Instead of 

using logic, Ron lets his emotions get the better of him and chooses to act on his anger 

towards Hermione. Hermione, on the other hand, shows that she can break the traditional 

gender roles and existing stereotypes. She shows how tough-minded and rational she really is 

(which are, according to character dichotomy, qualities often referred to as “typical male” 

qualities [40]) in the way she acts when, for example, the boys team up against her. She 

adheres to what she believes in, and what she feels is the right thing, rather than fall flat and 

beg for forgiveness only to please Ron and reunite with her two friends. Foster’s comments 

on Hermione being a role model for younger readers (111) (arguably, all readers), are valid in 
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this part as well. Hermione claims her integrity and reliability by being who she is, and not 

falling for peer pressure. She deviates from the gender stereotypes by not being suggestible 

and/or submissive toward the boys and the way they act.  

 In the fourth novel of the series, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (2000), 

Hermione deviates even further from the traditional gender stereotypes. However, the first 

time Hermione is mentioned in this novel the stereotypical feminine language descriptors that 

were present in the first novel are still there. This can be seen when Harry is thinking about 

how his friends would react when he tells them that his scar is hurting: “At once, Hermione 

Granger’s voice seemed to fill his head, shrill and panicky” (GF 24). Even if Hermione as a 

character has come a long way deviating from the traditional gender roles, she will never 

break entirely free due to the way others (mainly Harry) perceive her. In the fourth novel, the 

three friends are fourteen years old and have just started to develop from children to 

adolescence. Harry’s perspective on Hermione is a fourteen-year-old’s perspective on another 

fourteen-year-old, but nonetheless, it is a boy’s perspective of a girl. As Cordova argues, the 

depiction of Hermione will always be a bit undermined by the fact that it is filtered through 

the perspective of Harry (31). A clear example of this is when the three friends are at the 

Quidditch World Cup, watching a match, and it is described how Hermione “shrieked” whilst 

Ron “roared”, and Harry “yelled” watching the same event (GF 102). The verbs connected to 

Harry and Ron are more manly and tough, and the verb describing Hermione is more 

feminine. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, to shriek is “to utter a loud sharp shrill 

cry”; or “of a human being in pain or terror; also, said of loud high-pitched”, and roared 

means “to utter a loud deep cry: of a large (typically wild) animal (esp. a lion)”. Since girls 

are, with a gender-stereotypical view, more likely to speak in a high-pitched tone and express 

terror and men are more likely to be compared with wild and strong animals that are tough, 

the descriptions seem largely gender stereotypical. 
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 Similar to the first novel, Hermione’s appearance is, in the fourth novel, 

described with nearly the same terms as when the readers first met her: “with very bushy 

brown hair and rather large front teeth” (GF 51). However, in difference to the earlier novels, 

later in this novel during the Yule Ball, Hermione’s looks are for the first time described in a 

different manner. During the Yule Ball, Harry views a “pretty girl in blue robes” (GF 359), 

whom he does not recognize. Both the readers and Harry are unaware of who the girl is until 

he realizes it:  

His jaw dropped. It was Hermione. But she didn’t look like Hermione at all. She 

had done something to her hair; it was no longer bushy, but sleek and shiny, and 

twisted up into an elegant knot at the back of her head. She was wearing robes 

made of floaty, periwinkle-blue material, and she was holding herself differently, 

somehow – or maybe it was merely the absence of the twenty or so books she 

usually had slung over her back. She was also smiling – rather nervously, it was 

true – but the reduction in the size of her front teeth was more noticeable than 

ever. Harry couldn’t understand how he hadn’t spotted it before. (GF 360)  

 

Hermione, who is here presented as a beautiful girl, for the first time fits into the gender 

stereotypes of beauty and sexual attractiveness connected to womanhood. However, this 

depiction of Hermione does not become long-lasting. While Hermione dresses up for one 

night, showing Harry, Ron and the other students at the school that she, too, can look 

beautiful, she does not add any value to her “new” character. Instead of trying to be someone 

she is not, she dismisses the attention given to her and does not change herself or her 

appearance to fit into the category of beauty. This can be told from the fact that when the Yule 

Ball is over, Hermione returns to her “old self” (GF 377). Rachel Armstrong writes in her 

article “Sexual Geometry of the Golden Trio: Hermione’s Subversion of Traditional Female 

Subject Positions”, that by doing so, Hermione refuses to act on the principles of being in a 

position where she is a subject in an “ugly-duckling-turned-swan” situation (246). This is the 

first time Hermione is being seen, by both Ron and Harry (as well as the readers) as someone 
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connected to beauty and sexuality. Harry suggests that Hermione’s new sex appeal does not 

function in their normal environment, being in classes, or rather that it cannot be seen in those 

settings. This does not seem to bother Hermione since she highlights that her intellect is more 

important, which shows that Hermione strives for her own accomplishments, rather than 

caring about what other people think about her. Instead of getting stuck in the moment of 

glory, she refuses to reduce herself to only being a pretty girl. Her ambition, intellect, and 

studies are what is important to her. Arguably, she, once again, works as a role model for 

young female readers in her way of acting towards the gender stereotypical attention given to 

her. By not changing who she is, she opposes the traditional gender stereotypes that girls 

should be sexually appealing and loyal, weak and suggestible. In their place, Hermione 

stresses the fact that she is rational, decisive and analytical in her choice of priorities which 

“demonstrates a refusal to bend to what Harry, Ron and society generally view as desirable” 

(Armstrong 248).  

                     Hermione is known for her logical thinking and ambition for her studies but in 

the fourth novel her character takes on another dimension, namely Hermione the activist. The 

first time the readers get a glimpse of these new characteristics is at the Quidditch World Cup, 

when the three friends see Winky, a house-elf, and Hermione comments on the lack of 

equality in the wizarding world: “ ‘You know, house-elves get a very raw deal!’ said 

Hermione indignantly. ‘It’s slavery, that is what it is!’ ” (GF 112). Hermione later forms 

S.P.E.W. (“the Society for the Preservation of the Elfish Welfare” [GF 198]), which 

according to William Thompson “is her response to the corruption in the Wizarding World” 

(193). Many previous critics have argued that the foundation of S.P.E.W. is problematic in 

several ways. First and foremost, the fact that Hermione herself is not part of the marginalized 

group which she is fighting for, but also, that she is not trying to understand the house-elves, 

instead, she is focusing on what she believes should be their rights (Thompson 193-194). 
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Later in the novel, this becomes clear because of the crucial element that the elves do not even 

want to be saved. Thompson discusses how Hermione’s weaknesses related to the campaign 

could be explained due to the fact that in the fourth novel she is still at a young age and is 

therefore rather inexperienced (194).  

  Nevertheless, counterarguments do exist that judge Hermione successful as an 

activist. Armstrong mentions that S.P.E.W. shares the same acronyms with SPEW (“the 

Society for Promoting the Employment of Women”), which was one of the first feminist 

movements in Britain (248). She argues that this comparison is a way of strengthening 

Hermione as a feminist activist, who fights for the political underclass (249). Hermione 

moves from being the typical “good girl” she was in the first novel to challenging the 

patriarchal structures that put humans (and on this occasion other creatures as well) into 

different factions depending on their origin, ethnicity and/or gender. Instead of accepting the 

existing rules, Hermione opposes them. When doing so, predictably, she receives critique 

from her male friends: “ ‘And you think we want to walk around wearing badges saying 

“spew”, do you?’ Said Ron” (GF 189), “There was a pause in which Hermione beamed at the 

pair of them, and Harry sat, torn between exasperation at Hermione, and the amusement at the 

look at Ron’s face” (GF 199). Throughout the novel, Hermione’s passion for the liberation of 

the house-elves is never supported by either Ron or Harry, the latter even suggesting that 

Hermione should give up the cause altogether: “ ‘Hermione, when are you going to give up on 

this S.P.E.W. stuff?’ ” (GF 281). Hermione’s campaign for the house-elves could be 

connected with her own experiences and could be triggered by the fact that she, as well, 

comes from a marginalized group that is oppressed. Because of this Hermione can discover 

and see discrimination because she herself has experienced it, whereas others might see 

tradition, like Ron who argues that the house-elves “like being enslaved” (GF 198). With her 

anti-slavery campaign Hermione wants justice and equal treatment, regardless of what or who 
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you are. Armstrong argues that Hermione’s activism acknowledges vital questions that exist 

in today’s feminism, and that it makes further feminist readings of Hermione possible (249). 

Even though Hermione, compared to the house-elves, acts from a very privileged position, 

she uses that position to try to make it better for them. She brings valid arguments that share 

similarities to feminist theories and ethical values because they “strive for equality between 

wizards and house elves” (Gercama 44-46), in the same way feminist values strive for 

equality and equal treatment. The character of Hermione takes a stand in something that is 

important for her own development and growth. She expands herself as a character, by 

breaking free from being the “good girl” and thereby becoming someone who is strong and 

independent, whilst at the same time creating new rules for herself. She shows that she will 

not be hindered by minor obstacles, such as Ron and Harry’s view on her campaign, 

“[Harry’s] and Ron’s lack of enthusiasm had done nothing whatsoever to curb Hermione’s 

determination to pursue justice for house-elves” (GF 210). Hermione truly sets an example for 

the readers that one should always strive for equality and stand up and fight, even if it, like the 

slavery of the house-elves, is a tradition that has existed for numerous of years. 

 As seen in this analysis of Hermione, a starting point in her development of 

deviating from the stereotypes that exist within a patriarchal society is her breaking rules. 

When she gets the opportunity to choose whether or not she should break the rules of the 

school, her character is given room to both grow and develop. It becomes clear that the more 

rules she breaks, the more she transcends her position. This also corresponds with the fact that 

she, over the course of time, gets more access to the story and her own depiction, which 

happens because she becomes a more central character and the readers get more access to her 

point of view. Her importance increases, as well as her effect on the stories’ outcome. It is 

throughout the third and fourth novel that her development is justified, mostly because it is in 

those novels that she gains more agency and becomes a more active character. For instance, in 
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relation to the Time-Turner, her choice considering her appearance at the Yule Ball (or rather 

after it), and her political campaign for equality and justice. On many occasions, such as the 

above-mentioned, Hermione breaks the expectations patriarchal society has on how a girl, or 

woman, should be or should act. She disrupts the existing rules of how and what a typical 

“good girl” is, and time after time challenges them without being portrayed as either wicked 

or evil.  

  However, Hermione can never completely become an independent character in 

the narrative, as she is always going to be limited by the fact that the story is told from 

Harry’s perspective. The previously discussed stereotypical feminine language descriptors are 

a cardinal reason for this since Harry’s view on Hermione is a boy’s view of a girl. He, too, is 

affected by the social and cultural conventions of society that has influenced the gender 

stereotypes. Due to this mode of narration, Hermione is and will always be, to some degree, 

characterized in a somewhat stereotypical manner. Nevertheless, the character of Hermione 

establishes herself as logical, intelligent and ambitious. She shows sides of herself that fall in 

line with the stereotypical feminine characteristics, such as being caring and emotional, but at 

the same time, she shows qualities which point to the more stereotypical masculine 

characteristics, such as being rational and showing strength. However, neither the masculine 

nor the feminine characteristics define her on its own, instead, they work to complement and 

reinforce each other and therefore contribute equally to the way she is interpreted. The fact 

that Hermione sometimes acts in a way that aligns with the stereotypes of femininity is 

compensated by her bravery and logical thinking, which is what saves the trio several times 

during the series. She learns to combine her social knowledge, which she arguably gained 

from breaking rules since the first rule she broke led to the trio’s friendship, with her logical 

thinking and intellect. Hermione, who at the beginning of the series is a know-it-all that 

spends all her time reading books or complaining about other people’s ignorance, becomes 
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more thoughtful and aware of her social surroundings because of the trio’s friendship, which 

undoubtedly is a crucial element in her development.  

  In the end, Hermione is not more dependent on Ron or Harry than they are on 

her. As a character, she grows to become more and more independent, whilst being the 

problem-solver of the trio. In contrast to the first novel, in the third and fourth, Hermione is 

the subject, rather than object when it comes to their great adventures, which she reinforces by 

stressing her own importance and the fact that her two friends always can rely on her intellect 

and quickness to rescue them. The character of Hermione can be appreciated as a feminist 

role model because she shows that one does not have to fit into one category of 

characterization. Instead, she demonstrates that expressing your emotions does not have to be 

a bad thing, that one should always stay true to what one believes in, fight for justice and 

never reduce oneself to please the idea of other peoples’ norms or expectations of how one 

should act. By doing this, she denies the stereotypes that patriarchal society suggests and 

therefore neglects the assumptions of her being a stereotyped female character.  
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