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Abstract:  This essay will examine the youth novel Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 

Stone by J.K. Rowling. The aim of this essay is to find tendencies of how the 

novel favours non-stereotypical male behaviour and characteristics. Using 

gender criticism, the novel and its most central male characters are analysed to 

highlight their gender characteristics. Symbols and metaphors constitute a part 

of the analysis for a more comprehensive examination. The results of this essay 

show that the male characters are divided into two factions, the good side and 

the evil side. It is evident that the male characters on the evil side are 

characterised by stereotypical male gender behaviour and the male characters on 

the good side tend to show a lack of stereotypical masculine traits. The Fantasy 

genre, which dictates a strong good versus evil storyline, extends this 

polarisation. The stereotypical male gender roles are therefore opposed and non-

stereotypical male behaviour is promoted in the narration by favouring male 

vulnerability and ridiculing stereotypical masculine traits.
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Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by J. K. Rowling is a story about an 11-year-old 

orphan named Harry Potter who is made aware that he is a wizard. From miserable living 

conditions with his aunt and uncle, he leaves his home and travels to Hogwarts School of 

Wizardry, makes new friends, figures out his mysterious past and gets into a lot of serious 

trouble. The Philosopher’s Stone introduces the reader to several male characters, some of 

whom are very stereotypical and others who possess few or none of the traditional male 

characteristics. The thesis of this essay states that the The Philosopher’s Stone favours non-

stereotypical male behaviour by dividing the male characters into two factions, the good side 

and the evil side, and that this division exposes and criticises stereotypical male gender roles. 

The character descriptions are homogeneous in respect of their gender roles for each of these 

factions and it is demonstrated in this essay that the good characters have fewer or no 

stereotypical male gender characteristics and the evil characters follow the classical male 

stereotype. This essay argues that Harry and his male companions are not what most people 

would call ordinary, not only regarding the story but also in terms of gender characteristics.   

In order to examine The Philosopher’s Stone from a gender perspective, the theories of gender 

criticism and traditional male gender roles need to be defined and explored. In this essay 

gender criticism will be combined with Lois Tyson‟s definitions of stereotypical gender roles 

and Judith Halberstam‟s gender descriptions connected to psychoanalysis as well as Paul 

Smith‟s theory on phallic symbolism. Applying gender criticism to the analysis of youth 

novels shows whether traditional gender roles are reinforced or undermined and makes the 

reader aware of the social norms and values that are ideologically embedded in the text. 

Tyson‟s definitions functions well to examine the male characters in The Philosopher’s Stone 

by determining what is considered to be stereotypically masculine and feminine. In that way, 

tendencies that show support for non-stereotypical behaviour and characteristics in the novel 

can be exposed. Smith‟s theory on phallic symbolism is used to examine symbols and 

metaphors found in the novel. 

The Harry Potter series consists of seven novels typically categorised as Fantasy Literature for 

Young Adults. The Fantasy genre is important to this analysis for two reasons; firstly, because 

of the standard organisation of fantasy narratives, specifically the polarisation between good 

and evil, and secondly, because of the effect Fantasy Literature can have on children and 

young adults. The word fantasy will refer to the specific literary genre of fantasy in this essay.  
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Fantasy Literature is defined by Pamela S. Gates, Susan B. Steffel and Francis J. Molson in 

Fantasy Literature for Children and Young Adults as “imaginative fiction that can provide 

alternative realities, allowing [the reader] to explore issues of size, time, and space steeped in 

the human need to understand good versus evil” (Gates 6). The Fantasy genre is versatile and 

literary critics do not agree on how to define and divide the genre, but in Fantasy Literature 

for Children and Young Adults the writers offer three main categories: Fairy tales, Mixed 

Fantasy and Heroic-Ethical Traditions. Focusing on Fantasy literature for children and young 

adults makes it possible to divide the genre in this way since almost all fantasy literature for 

this age group can be fitted into one of the three categories.  

When examining The Philosopher’s Stone it becomes apparent that the novel meets the 

requirements for Heroic-Ethical Traditions. The first and foremost is “the presence of young 

protagonists” (Gates 115). Harry is the main protagonist in The Philosopher’s Stone. Another 

factor in Heroic-Ethical category that focuses more on the plot, is when “[the] young 

protagonist [...] find[s] herself or himself closely involved in some type of significant action, 

the culmination of which is crucial in some larger issue calling for a confrontation between 

good and evil” (Gates 117). In The Philosopher’s Stone Harry fights the personification of 

evil, Lord Voldemort and his accomplice, Quirrell. From the very start of the novel, the black 

and white perspective separates the good and the evil characters from each other.  

In Heroic-Ethical Fantasy it is vital that the young protagonist “decide[s] to become involved, 

distinguish good from evil and see the good triumph” (Gates 118). Notice that the 

involvement in these actions is a choice and that it is the young protagonist who makes the 

decision to become involved. In the novel, Harry, Ron and Hermione are accidentally thrown 

into situations that give them clues at first, but the three friends decide to take action and use 

the information to learn more about and uncover the secrets of Hogwarts.  

Active decision-making is one of the few masculine traits that all male characters in The 

Philosopher’s Stone have. However, active decision-making is central to the plot progression 

and character development as it means the characters can refrain from evil and choose to be 

the good guys. The main character would most probably have that specific trait regardless of 

sex. The active mind also makes it possible for Harry to abstain from the stereotypical male 

characteristics and those who act accordingly.  
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The omniscient narrator has an impact on the story and gender polarisations as well, seeing 

that the narrator is opinionated and sides with Harry and his values. “Third-person narrators 

(particularly omniscient ones) generally have a more authorial-seeming sound and function 

[than a first-person point of view] and are more likely to comment upon the action in addition 

to recounting it.” (Murfin 233). One example from The Philosopher’s Stone is when the 

narrator claims, “Snape was so horrible to Harry” (162), inflicting the narrators own opinion 

of Snape‟s behaviour towards Harry. By doing that, the narrator also assumes there is an 

accepted definition of what is considered right and wrong in the society. In the novel, the 

narrator is the one describing the characters and events (or expressing to the reader what 

Harry thinks) and what the narrator chooses to tell the reader often includes stereotypical 

gender behaviour or the lack of it. As a result of this, the story has a consistent black and 

white perspective that allows the characters‟ gender to be neatly categorised.  

As described in the introduction, Tyson‟s definitions of stereotypical gender behaviour are 

used in this essay for analysing the male characters in The Philosopher’s Stone. Tyson claims 

that “traditional gender roles cast men as rational, strong, protective, and decisive; they cast 

women as emotional (irrational), weak, nurturing and submissive.” (85). Tyson writes that 

traditional gender roles also dictate that men are supposed to be physically powerful, 

emotionally stoic, hide fear and pain, show no sign of weakness such as crying or emotional 

overpowering and never fail at anything they try. It is also considered taboo to show 

sympathy or any loving feelings towards other men and only the most masculine male 

bonding is free from homosexual overtones. Homosocial relationships are male-bonding 

experiences that denote same-sex relationships that are not of a sexual nature but are still not 

considered entirely heterosexual. Further, the stereotypes expect that in order to be a ‛real 

man‟ one must have a higher standard of living than one‟s friends and family. If attainment of 

this unrealistic economic wealth is not possible, the man is then supposed to prove his 

manhood by being more aggressive and sexually active.  

According to Judith Halberstam, psychoanalysis “takes the male subject as the normative and 

understands the female body as the terrain for neurotic symptoms [, therefore] male failure 

will always be received as the presence of femininity”. She further argues that “the male body 

functions as a site of health and perfection [and t]he male body is feminized when sic.” (354). 

In other words, psychoanalysis reinforces theories ranking male and female qualities by using 

the male gender as normative and therefore facilitates the creation of stereotypes and helps 
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maintain them. For instance, if a man shows neurotic symptoms or signs of illness, he fails at 

being a man and failing indicates or is the same as femininity. Tyson argues similarly, 

explaining how patriarchal norms undermine feminine behaviour thus making femininity 

inferior to masculinity. She writes that “being a [‛]real[‟] man in patriarchal culture requires 

that one hold feminine qualities in contempt.” (88).  

Halberstam refers in her book The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: Men, Women, and 

Masculinity to Paul Smith‟s way of looking at the phallic symbol. The essay is described as 

“[a] successful attempt to use feminist psychoanalytic formulations of desire to try to produce 

new models of masculinity” (354). The traditional definition of a phallic symbol is a penis 

shaped form, but Smith believes that a wider definition is needed. According to Smith, the 

penis functions as a metaphor for the site of power, while the testicles functions as a metaphor 

of male vulnerability and together with any tools a man may possess to express his 

masculinity the three create an apparatus of masculinity. In addition to this male apparatus, 

Smith also “discusses [masculinity] in terms of male orgasm, as a mode of spending and loss” 

(Halberstam: 354). Smith‟s definition of the phallic symbol is used to analyse some of the 

masculine metaphors in The Philosopher’s Stone such as Harry‟s wand. 

As a basis for the following analysis of The Philosopher’s Stone, the most central male 

characters are examined closely to show how their gender behaviour places them in different 

factions. The characters are of both the magical world and the non-magical world since they 

co-exist side by side and are equally vital to the story. The theories and definitions mentioned 

above are used to support the observations and statements made. Metaphors and symbols are 

also pointed out to reveal underlying male gender values.  

Since Harry is the main character of the novel, this analysis begins with him. Harry, who 

belongs in both the magical world and non-magical world, is described as being “small and 

skinny for his age” (20), in other words not living up to the physical requirements to fit the 

male ideal in the non-magic world. But Harry is only a boy and the male stereotypes might 

not be expected of him. However, other boys Harry‟s age in the novel show plenty of 

tendencies of male stereotypes, indicating that masculine behaviour exist at that age. Harry 

has the opportunity and qualities to change his status in a magical society using his newly 

discovered fame to his advantage, but instead, he chooses to side with the bullied, unpopular 
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characters. The best way to understand the core of Harry‟s character is to see how he values 

and interacts with his friends.  

In the magical world, Harry is surrounded by friendly characters that break traditional gender 

norms, such as Hagrid, the big, strong gamekeeper at Hogwarts who easily gets very 

emotional in spite of his macho form, physical size and power. In one chapter of the book, 

Hagrid wins a dragon egg and nurtures the baby dragon as if it was his own child. “Bless him, 

look, he knows his mommy!” (172), Hagrid exclaims once the dragon hatches. Hagrid openly 

expresses his affection and acts as if he has motherly instincts. In this respect, he identifies 

himself more with the role of mother rather than caretaker or father. On another occasion, he 

cries openly and tells Harry he is feeling guilty for the bad events that have taken place, much 

like a stereotypical woman would do in his position: “„It‟s – all – my – ruddy – fault!‟ he 

sobbed, his face in his hands.” (219).   

Another fact that further displaces Hagrid from masculinity is his house. His home is “a small 

wooden house on the edge of the Forbidden Forest” (104). The Forbidden Forest can be seen 

as a metaphor of the female vulva and pubic hair and Hagrid‟s living “on the edge” of it 

exemplifies how the text associates him with the feminine. The house itself also strengthens 

this feminine image by consisting of one room which creates a protecting, warm and nurturing 

space that much resembles a womb. “There was only one room inside. [...] a copper kettle was 

boiling on the open fire and in a corner stood a massive bed with a patchwork quilt over it” 

(104). The male stereotypes being devoid from Hagrid‟s behaviour exemplifies how much he 

breaks normative male mentality. In addition, masculine behaviour is switched for feminine 

behaviour, making him mentally more of a stereotypical woman than a stereotypical man.  

Another friend of Harry‟s that breaks the stereotypical gender norms is Neville, one of his 

room-mates at Hogwarts. Neville is not very talented, strong or brave nor does he pretend or 

try to possess any stereotypical masculine traits. Neville is a coward, victim of mockery and is 

at one occasion called “idiot boy” (103) by Professor Snape, which describes Neville quite 

accurately. Still, he becomes Harry‟s friend and is respected and encouraged by him. At one 

point in the novel, when Malfoy has lowered Neville‟s self-esteem to a new low, Harry even 

says that “[Neville] is worth ten of Malfoy” (160). 

Smith‟s apparatus of masculinity can be used in the context of Neville‟s Remembrall, “a glass 

ball the size of a large marble” (108). The remembrall can be interpreted as a symbol of male 
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vulnerability.  During their first flying lesson, Malfoy steals Neville‟s Remembrall after 

Neville falls off his broom and challenges Harry to “come and get it” (110). A broom can be 

seen as a phallic symbol of masculine power. One can say that Neville fails at being 

masculine by not succeeding to fly his broom (phallus and tool) and his masculine 

vulnerability (symbolised by the remembrall) is lost and stolen. This makes Neville deprived 

of all three masculinity symbols, leaving him humiliated and feminized. Later, Neville‟s 

vulnerability is given back to him by Harry, who retrieves the Remembrall from Malfoy, 

restoring Neville‟s dignity. Harry shows his appreciation of male vulnerability by retrieving 

the Remembrall and risks being expelled from school, which considering the Dursleys to 

whom he would be forced to return, is no small gesture. Again, this situation displays the 

appreciation and favouring of non-stereotypical masculinity of the novel.  

One-third into the novel, Harry boards the train that will take him to Hogwarts School of 

Witchcraft and Wizardry where he will learn how to use magic. Totally engulfed in the 

magical world, Harry makes the acquaintance of the Weasly family, a nice and large but poor 

magical family. Harry, still new to the magical world, is very curious about how the magical 

world functions and how he stands compared to the other‟s who have been raised in magical 

families. The youngest brother in the family, Ron, shares a train compartment with Harry and 

they instantly like each others company. “ Harry,[ …] found Ron just as interesting as Ron 

found him” (74) despite the fact that the two share a similar upbringing, little money, second 

hand clothes and other discarded items (Ron from his brothers and Harry from his cousin), 

and none of them got the attention or credit they wished for. “Harry didn‟t think there was 

anything wrong with not being able to afford an owl. After all, he‟d never had any money in 

his life until a month ago, and he told Ron so, all about having to wear Dudley‟s old clothes 

and never getting proper birthday presents. This seemed to cheer Ron up.” (75).  

Ron becomes Harry‟s first real friend and their loyalty to each other remains strong 

throughout the novel. They share a dormitory in the Gryffindor house, have all classes 

together and within the grounds of Hogwarts, Ron and Harry have late night conversations, 

share secrets, stand up for each other and all other things best friends do together and for each 

other. One situation that illustrates the strength of their relationship is when Harry is 

challenged to a wizard‟s duel. When Malfoy taunts Harry, “[„]What‟s the matter? Never heard 

of a wizard‟s duel before, I suppose?‟” (114), Ron quickly jumps to Harry‟s defence, “„Of 

course he has‟ said Ron, wheeling around. I‟m his second, who‟s yours?‟” (114). Ron later 
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explains that to be Harry‟s second means that he should take Harry‟s place should he die in 

the duel. The depth of their loyalty even includes Ron risking his life. Ron makes this 

decision at the drop of a hat; it is self-evident that this position belongs to him, being Harry‟s 

best friend.  

Examining Ron and Harry‟s relationship, can one say that it is without any homosexual 

overtones? When Christmas time arrives, Harry and Ron celebrate at Hogwarts together with 

three of Ron‟s brothers. “„I think I know who that one‟s from,‟ said Ron, going a bit pink and 

pointing to a very lumpy parcel. „My mum. I told her you didn‟t expect any presents and – oh, 

no,‟ he groaned, „she‟s made you a Weasly jumper‟” (147). What is the reason Ron blushes? 

It might be that his love for Harry is revealed, seeing that he made sure he got some presents 

or it might be that his wish to include Harry in his family becomes apparent. Even though 

Ron‟s love is more of the brotherly sort than originating in a romantic interest, it is possible to 

describe their relationship as homosocial, Ron taking on the more masculine role of protector, 

wanting to prove himself and Harry being the one protected within a world he is new to. 

Viewing Ron and Harry‟s relationship more traditionally it can be claimed that Ron takes the 

role of a stereotypical man, protective and rash, and Harry that of a stereotypical woman, 

vulnerable and in need of protecting. 

Before befriending Hermione, Ron and Harry stuck together annoyed at her for being such an 

orderly know-it-all. Hermione is introduced early on in the novel, looking for Neville‟s toad 

on the train to Hogwarts, and appears frequently. Harry and Ron dislike her in the beginning, 

Ron saying “Whatever house I‟m in, I hope she‟s not in it” (80) showing his predisposition. 

Their initial dislike of Hermione seems superficial, almost prejudiced. Is their negative 

attitude towards Hermione based on a preference for the male sex, in other words, do they 

dislike her because she is a woman? Alternatively, is it the lack of feminine traits such as 

passiveness, being emotional (irrational), weak, nurturing and submissive that they resent? At 

least Harry would be put off by the lack of femininity, seeing his preference for feminine 

characteristics in his male companions.  

Looking closer at the text, what Harry and Ron actually dislike in Hermione is not necessarily 

her cleverness, but rather her lack of vulnerability. It is not until Hermione needs rescuing and 

lies outright to a teacher that she is accepted by Ron and Harry as their friend. Hermione 

finally takes her place in the novel as part of the main trio, displaying feminine traits such as 
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reacting emotionally and being vulnerable, which all favoured characters in this novel have 

embedded in their personalities. In fact, all negative comments and attitudes towards 

Hermione were said without any regret until the day she started crying after hearing one of 

Ron‟s comments, finally showing emotions.  “„It‟s no wonder no one can stand her,‟ [Ron] 

said to Harry [...] „She‟s a nightmare, honestly.‟[...] Harry caught a glimpse of her face – and 

was startled to see that she was in tears” (127).   

Examining Harry‟s friends, there is one notable parallel between all of them. Harry and his 

friends are not particularly masculine in their behaviour. In addition, they do not hold 

feminine qualities in contempt, as manliness would require, and as a result they are not 

considered “real men” according to the male stereotype. This aversion from masculinity set 

them apart from the evil faction in this story. As defined and explained earlier in the text, 

courage and bravery is not a stereotypically male trait and therefore does not affect the good 

characters gender characteristics. 

The evil characters in both the magical and the non-magical world usually fulfil or strive to 

fulfil the traditional gender characteristics and act accordingly. In the non-magic world the 

reader meets the first evil characters, Harry‟s Uncle Vernon, Cousin Dudley and Aunt Petunia 

also known as the Dursleys. The family is almost a personification of stereotypes. Vernon is 

the head of the family, a director of a drill-making company, overweight, dominant, 

aggressive and extremely conservative. In Harry‟s opinion, “If there was one thing the 

Dursleys hated more than his asking questions, it was his talking about anything acting in a 

way it shouldn‟t.” (24). Petunia is a hysterical, passive stay at home mom, and together 

Vernon and Petunia spoil their son Dudley. Dudley is an unkind, fat bully who often uses 

Harry as a punching bag and takes great pleasure in mistreating him. Vernon and Dudley‟s 

stereotypical masculine behaviour is definitively a negative factor in Harry‟s life. This might 

have coloured Harry‟s perception of the male dominant role and in effect Harry‟s wishes and 

attempts to stay clear of those who exude similar qualities as his uncle and cousin.  

The Dursleys are described in a negative way, the narrator and storytelling ridiculing the 

stereotypical gender roles. One example of how humour is used is the Dursleys‟ attempt to 

avoid anything abnormal (magical). These desperate and futile attempts cause the family to 

break from their stereotypes and this result in comical situations and extreme contradictions. 

Dudley weeps and howls in fear, Petunia commands and reacts with anger and Vernon is 
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ridiculed when trying to keep his masculinity intact. Vernon‟s attempts to keep his stoic poise 

are ruined by comical actions such as “trying to knock in a nail with a piece of fruit cake Aunt 

Petunia had just brought him” (34). Another example is when Hagrid enters their provisional 

cabin and hideout: “„Ah, shut up, Dursley, yeh great prune,‟ said the giant. He reached over 

the back of the sofa, jerked the gun out of Uncle Vernon‟s hands, bent it into a knot as easily 

as if it had been made of rubber, and threw it into a corner of the room” (40). It is not 

necessarily the fact that the family breaks the gender stereotypes that attributes to the comedic 

element in the story, it is more likely the Dursleys‟ feeble attempts to maintain them that 

make the family comical. The family clearly values the stereotypical gender roles which 

places them in the evil faction.  

Examining the magical world in The Philosopher’s Stone, the reader is introduced to several 

negatively described characters such as Malfoy (meaning bad-spirit in French) and his two 

followers Crabbe and Goyle. Crabbe and Goyle‟s physical strength is very stereotypically 

male; “[Crabbe and Goyle] were thickset and looked extremely mean [and] [s]tanding either 

side of [Malfoy] they looked like bodyguards” (81). At Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and 

Wizardry, they bully everyone they dislike. During their first conversation it becomes 

apparent that Harry and Malfoy have very different mind sets, “I think I can tell who the 

wrong sort are for myself, thanks” (81), Harry replies coolly to Malfoy, declining his help as 

well as his stereotypical male gender.  

The good versus evil storyline in Heroic-Ethical Fantasy is crucial to the gender polarisation 

in The Philosopher’s Stone. Malfoy and his friends are a great example of how the story 

separates stereotypical and non-stereotypical gender characteristics in the characters and 

divides them into different factions. When a character is described as having only 

stereotypical male traits, it places the character with an evil alignment. Malfoy masculine 

traits combined with his actions, such as bullying, demeaning and threatening Harry, gives 

him an evil alignment. Because of these factions and their gendering, Harry is placed within a 

social group where the gender norms and values are atypical.  

One of the best examples of how gender reflects good or evil values in The Philosopher’s 

Stone is in the shift of personality in Professor Quirrell. It is not until the end of the novel that 

the evil side of Quirrell becomes apparent to the reader. When Harry first encounters 

Professor Quirrell at an inn called The Leaky Cauldron, he does not behave in a 
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stereotypically masculine way. “A pale young man made his way forward, very nervously. 

One of his eyes was twitching[...]„D-Defence Against the D-D-Dark arts‟, muttered Professor 

Quirrell, as though he‟d rather not think about it.[...„]I‟ve g-got to p-pick up a new b-book on 

vampires, m-myself.‟ He looked terrified at the very thought” (55). Hagrid, who is present 

during the encounter also emphasises Quirrell‟s behaviour and after sympathetically 

explaining that the reason was an unfortunate encounter with werewolves, he tells Harry that 

Professor Quirrell is “[s]cared of the students, scared of his own subject” (55). In other words, 

Quirrell‟s neurotic tendencies and physique resembles a feminine stereotype, rather than a 

masculine one.  

At the end of the novel, Quirrell‟s characteristics change drastically from feminine to 

masculine. Harry, who is convinced he will meet Professor Snape trying to steal the 

Philosopher‟s Stone, starts the conversation that reveals the new nature of Quirrell. “„But I 

thought –Snape –‟[.] „Severus?‟ Quirrell laughed and it wasn‟t his usual quivering tremble, 

either, but cold and sharp. „Yes, Severus does seem the type, doesn‟t he? ... Next to him who 

would suspect p-p-poor st-stuttering P-Professor Quirrell?‟” (209). It becomes apparent that 

the weak, stuttering man was only an act and that the real Quirrell differs quite a bit. He 

becomes decisive, rational, and protective of Lord Voldemort and proves to be a powerful 

wizard, which can be perceived as the magical world‟s equivalent to physical strength. 

Quirrell is not the unsuccessful man he pretended to be, the presence of femininity was simply 

a mask to indicate his alignment. This might be what makes him truly evil; Quirrell uses 

femininity to gain trust and appear passive, weak, and as a result, harmless to the students, 

Harry in particular. 

As a sign of respect, the title „Professor‟ is used as long as Harry considers Professor Quirrell 

as good. When he realises that Quirrell is evil, sharing his body with Voldemort, the most evil 

wizard of all times, the title Professor is no longer used in the text when referring to Quirrell. 

The title is used to indicate a sense of respect and the removal of the title from Quirrell is 

another tool of storytelling that polarises him further from Harry and the Good and non-

stereotypical male side. 

Another character in relation to which Harry disregards the use of the title Professor is 

Severus Snape, the main antagonist in The Philosopher’s Stone until Quirrell‟s deceit and evil 

master plan is revealed at the end of the novel. Harry is at first convinced that Snape is after 
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the Philosopher‟s Stone for personal gain and that he has attempted to murder him. Instead, 

Snape has been working secretly against Quirrell, breathing down his neck to protect the 

Philosopher‟s Stone as well as Harry. But following the plot development, the reader expects 

to find Snape trying to steal The Philosopher‟s Stone, but instead the reader finds Quirrell.  

Snape‟s physical description does not fit the male stereotype; Snape is described as having 

“greasy black hair, a hooked nose and sallow skin” (94) and he is wearing long black robes, 

sweeping around the classroom. This description brings forth the image of a typical powerful 

witch (female equivalent of wizard) and in addition to his physical appearance, he teaches 

Potions classes at Hogwarts which are associated with the feminine witchcraft. It is indicated 

that Snape does not like teaching Potions and would much rather teach the more dangerous 

and hands-on, therefore more masculine, Defence Against the Dark Arts classes.  

Although Snape turns out to be good in the end, the narrator still creates a negative connection 

with Snape. Describing his bullying of students, Harry in particular, the narrator tells the 

reader how Snape favours Malfoy and portrays Snape in negative ways such as: “His eyes 

were black like Hagrid‟s, but they had none of Hagrid‟s warmth. They were cold and empty 

and made you think of dark tunnels.” (102) It is obvious that Snape is a disliked character, 

especially disliked by Harry and his fellow Gryffindors, but there is nothing in his gender 

behaviour that indicates an evil alignment. And even though Snape is described as sneaky, 

sleek and sly, those characteristics are not stereotypical male. Both Headmaster Dumbledore 

and Hagrid tell Harry that Snape is not evil or after him, but still “[Snape] caught Harry‟s eye 

[at the end-of-the-year feast] and Harry knew at once that that Snape‟s feelings towards him 

had not changed one jot.” (222).  

With Snape, The Philosopher’s Stone adds a new dimension to the black and white 

perspective so embedded in Fantasy literature. Snape is neither good nor evil, his alignment is 

more complex than that. Snape‟s entire demeanour, especially his apparent hate of Harry 

makes him an unpleasant fellow, someone who is expected to be on the black side. But his 

good actions contradict this and indicate an alignment with the white side. The conclusion is 

that he is neither black nor white, but a grey character that adds depth and understanding of an 

individual‟s choice to act good or evil. Examining Snape‟s gender characteristics it is 

apparent that he is on the good side, something amplified by him not adhering to the 

masculine norms.   
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The Philosopher’s Stone is crowded with gender symbolism. Using Smith‟s theory as a basis 

when looking for masculine symbolism, it is possible to detect many symbols of male power, 

male vulnerability and male possessions. Like Neville‟s Remembrall, the Golden Snitch has a 

striking resemblance to the male testicle. At the size of a walnut and golden, it is described as 

“the most important ball of the lot [in Quidditch and] very hard to catch because it‟s so fast 

and difficult to see.”(125) If the Golden Snitch symbolises the testicle, male vulnerability is to 

the magical world by implication important but difficult to spot. In addition, the capture of the 

Golden Snitch ends the game. Therefore, if one were to catch male vulnerability, one could 

“end the game” or destroy evil like Harry does at the end of the novel where he uses 

Quirrell‟s and Lord Voldemort‟s vulnerability against them to destroy them. Even though it 

may not be a conscious act by Harry at first, the victory is the same.  

One phallic symbol that cannot be ignored is the wand. Functioning as the tool of all wizards 

and witches, it resembles the male penis in length and shape. When acquiring his wand, Harry 

tries several wands without anything happening but when he finds the right wand “[h]e felt 

sudden warmth in his fingers. [Harry] raised the wand above his head, brought it swishing 

down through the dusty air and a stream of red and gold sparks shot from the end like a 

firework, throwing dancing spots of light on to the walls.” (65) Harry‟s first experience of 

magic with a wand can be compared to the male orgasm: a warm sensation, ejaculation and 

semen. The phallic wand is clearly metaphoric of male power.  

Nevertheless, when looking at Harry‟s use of the wand throughout the novel, he shows a 

preference for not using it.  Figuring out what was hidden at Hogwarts and getting to the 

Philosopher‟s Stone only included the active use of two wand-spells, neither of which was 

executed by Harry. Making their way to stop Voldermort, Harry, Hermoine and Ron relied on 

their prior knowledge, logic, friendship, teamwork and empathy to manage the difficult tasks 

at hand, not their wands. When defeating Quirrell and Lord Voldemort at the end of the novel, 

Harry does not use his wand to battle or hinder the villains, but discovers that the touch of his 

skin harms the enemy. Quirrell believed he had given Harry a handicap by binding him and 

removing his wand and with it his masculine power. What no one had foreseen was the 

protection Harry possessed because of his mother‟s sacrifice of her life for him. 

“[Voldermort] didn‟t realise that love as powerful as [Harry‟s] mother‟s for [Harry] leaves its 

own mark [...and] give[s] us some sort of protection forever.” (216) Voldemort‟s inability to 
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love or understand love was his weakness and Harry‟s ability to love was what made his 

victory possible and what ultimately distinguishes the two enemies.  

To sum up the results of this examination of The Philosopher’s Stone, the stereotypically male 

characters are portrayed as the enemy and those who break the male gender norms are 

portrayed as the heroes. When the narrator describes a character with only stereotypical male 

traits, that description places the character with an evil alignment as well. The male characters 

on the good side break stereotypical gender roles and this separates them from the evil 

characters in the novel. The good versus evil storyline is crucial to the gender polarisation in 

The Philosopher’s Stone. Good and evil must be separated from each other in order for the 

plot to work. The gender characteristics is one of the main storytelling tools used separating 

the good and the evil characters, making it easier for readers to follow and predict character‟s 

actions and make sense of the story. The exception of Snape, whose feminine characteristics 

are more specific to his alignment than his general negative personality, further proves this 

polarisation and gives clarity to a complex character.  

To conclude, this analysis of The Philosopher’s Stone confirms the thesis presented at the 

beginning of this essay. The Philosopher’s Stone promotes non-stereotypical male characters 

by dividing the male characters into two factions, the good side and the evil side, and this 

division exposes male gender roles. As a result of the stereotypical male gender 

characteristics being on the evil side, they are opposed and ridiculed throughout the novel. 

The Philosopher’s Stone’s gender opposing storytelling and polarised character descriptions 

can definitely be interpreted as criticism of stereotypical male gender roles, flourishing at the 

end of the forbidden forest of gender.  
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