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Morality and Murder in Harry Potter

         In the magical world of Harry Potter, J. K. Rowling explores particularly controversial topics, such as morality in murder. J. K. Rowling rarely kills anyone in the series without giving the deceased characters proper mourning or without a very specific purpose for being killed. The reason for isolating murder within the series is because J. K. Rowling sees, and wants the reader to also see, murder as the ultimate sin. As a result of J. K. Rowling portraying murder in such a distasteful light, the reader also adopts this view, which is why whenever someone is murdered in the series it is almost always shocking. As in the case of Cedric Diggory’s death, when he is killed so suddenly and nonchalantly that neither Harry nor the reader has time to register that Harry has seen death for the first time, excluding his parents’ murder (The Goblet of Fire 638).  Moreover, it is a strike against the Hogwarts’s morale because it is also the first time that many of Harry’s peers have been so close to death and murder. In comparison with other works of literature or even media today, murder in Harry Potter is regarded as something prohibited, taboo, which is only dealt with when it is completely necessary. In fact, even Harry Potter on film sometimes deviates from the books on its approach towards murder, and therefore the message that J.K. Rowling is trying to convey through character actions and interactions could be potentially lost. Finally, there are some particular branches of philosophy that can enlighten the reader as to what J. K. Rowling is trying to achieve by portraying murder as the supreme act of evil
. 

         An important branch of philosophy that deals with the morality in murder is known as Kantian philosophy. Immanuel Kant believes that there are universal ethical standards in the world that cannot be violated. These universal ethical standards are known as the Categorical Imperative. The Categorical Imperative states that there is an “unconditional moral obligation that is binding in all circumstances and is not dependent on a person’s inclination or purpose”  (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). The word ‘imperative’ alludes to the commanding aspect of the concept. Moreover, Kant explains that there is a formula that must be applied to any maxim wishing to pass as a universal law. The first is to create a maxim that justifies the reason for acting in a certain way. Second, that maxim must be made into a universal law and apply to all rational agents when presented with a circumstance that calls for said maxim. Thirdly, it calls into question whether the maxim is conceivable in the present world, and the fourth rule of the formula states that if anyone could or would act on that maxim in the present world. If all steps of the formula apply, then the maxim becomes morally permissible. In addition, Kant argues “the expected consequences cannot be determining ground of an action if it is to have moral worth” (Paton 76). Meaning that a good will must be then good in itself and not take into consideration other things such as a person’s own happiness or wellbeing. Otherwise known as pure ethics, Kant insists on them in order to withhold the Categorical Imperative. To Kant, pure ethics means that “a morally good action must not only accord with duty, but it must be willed for the sake of duty” (Paton 24), which excludes emotion and passion from being present elements in the consideration of a morally good choice. Kantian philosophy does not believe that an action or decision affected by emotion is morally good because it is not made in the name of duty alone; it is not made out of pure duty. 

        Another school of ethics very closely related to Kantian philosophy is deontology. “Deontologists judge the morality of an act based on features intrinsic to the act itself, regardless of the consequences stemming from the act…the ends never justify the means, but rather the means must be justifiable on their own merits” (White and Arp 18), meaning that in the act of making a moral decision, the consequences of that decision should not take part in the decision, but only the morality of the decision itself. Another school of thought that is usually opposed to deontology is utilitarianism. Utilitarianism endorses the death of one person if it will save more lives: “a system of ethics that requires us to maximize the total happiness or well-being resulting from our actions…Saving many lives at the cost of just one would represent a net increase in well-being or utility…” (White and Arp 17). However, when applied to literature and media today, superheroes are generally not utilitarians. In fact, superheroes act like the police in the real world in the way that when criminals take innocent people as hostages, the police do not compromise the innocent lives even if it means letting go of the criminal, which might result in more deaths in the future. Furthermore, in the instance of killing, a superhero killing a villain would label him under the same category as said villain. 

        In addition to Kantian philosophy and deontology, another philosophical concept that plays an important role in Harry Potter is known as Deontology of the Heart, by novelist Dostoevsky. Deontology of the Heart shares Kant’s views that one should adhere to the categorical imperative, however, instead of judging one’s course of action strictly on reason alone, Dostoevsky argues that moral imperative comes from the Heart, instead of reason. He uses the Heart as a symbol of life in his novels, which means that in order to make moral decisions, it is natural to be guided by one’s emotions, instead of only reason: “By virtue of its ability to love the human heart becomes an inexhaustible source of life” (Cherkasova 9). Although he defines the Heart as enigmatic, he claims that its most recognized function is its ability to love. “Self-transcendence” and  “self-sacrifice” are associated with it and it resists “clear-cut restrictions and definitions” (4). Moreover, Dostoevsky sees murder as a contamination of the Heart, which asserts J. K. Rowling’s vision of murder. His claim that “the inability to experience love is indissolubly linked to evil” (9) in addition, explains the relationship between Harry, Voldemort, and murder, on a deeper level. Furthermore, Dostoevsky asks: “What if reason sides with evil?” and “What if evil is done for the sake of Good?” (10), meaning that the Heart is necessary in making moral decisions because if reason sides with the greater good, then that would mean that killing for the purpose of saving more lives is morally justifiable. He claims that heartless decisions are immoral and often lead to murder, therefore, making the Heart a necessary element in making moral decisions. 
        One of the most important moments in the series is the end of the seventh Harry Potter installation, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, when Harry defeats Voldemort. However, this particular scene is not only critical to the series because the hero finally defeats the villain, because it concludes the unspoken question of exactly how Harry would manage to dispose of Voldemort when Harry’s creator is very much against the act of killing another human being. It is outstanding the way in which J .K. Rowling has devised a complete hidden plot in order to save Harry from having to actively murder Voldemort. Even though at the end it did not matter which spell Harry decided to use against Voldemort because due to wand allegiance and the twin cores Voldemort’s wand could not harm Harry, the fact still remains that Harry did not use the Killing Curse, Avada Kedavra, on Voldemort. The significance of Harry’s refusal to purposely commit murder will be explored in this essay by analyzing Harry’s actions in comparison to different philosophical perspectives concerning morality in murder, if there is any. 

         J. K. Rowling’s contempt towards murder is heard strongly throughout the Harry Potter series by showing certain interactions between key characters. A particular scenario in which the author clearly labels murder as despicable is when Professor Horace Slughorn explains to Tom Riddle that a Horcrux is made by splitting one’s soul and placing a part of it in an object and that the splitting of the soul is done by murder: “By an act of evil, the supreme act of evil. Killing rips the soul apart. It’s a violation against nature.” (The Half-Blood Prince 500).  Moreover, Slughorn’s horrified reaction to Tom Riddle’s suggestion of creating seven Horcruxes further demonstrates the atrocity of murder in Harry Potter and Voldemort’s cold-bloodedness by his association to murder: “Seven? Merlin’s beard, Tom! Isn’t it bad enough to consider killing one person? To rip the soul into seven pieces…” (501-502). Clearly, thinking about so many murders is so evil that it cannot be put into words for Slughorn. Another example of the author’s attitude towards murder is when Dumbledore asks Severus Snape to kill him instead of letting Draco Malfoy do it, claiming that Malfoy’s soul was still pure and that there is no need to corrupt it with murder: “The boy’s soul is not yet so damaged. I would not have it ripped apart on my account” (The Deathly Hallows 683). In comparison with other works of literature or even the media today, murder in Harry Potter is regarded as something prohibited, taboo, which is only dealt with when it is completely necessary
.
        Harry’s refusal to murder Voldemort can be seen as a representation of Kantian philosophy. In the world that J. K. Rowling created in the Harry Potter series, the ethical standards, or Categorical Imperative, include killing as wrong, and therefore, villains kill while the heroes cannot. Voldemort kills, and Harry Potter, as his opposite, cannot commit murder. In order to enunciate the wrongness of killing, Voldemort is depicted as a monstrous creature. In fact, Voldemort, the nemesis of Harry Potter, kills without hesitation and with nonchalance. Voldemort’s dismissal of murder as something morally wrong is seen in Cedric Diggory’s death and the way it was dismissed as soon as it happened in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. The immediate dismissal of Cedric’s death serves to show Voldemort’s indifference and inhumanity. Another example of J. K. Rowling’s disgust at Voldemort’s attitude towards murder is seen at the beginning of the fourth installation of Harry Potter, when the Muggle Frank Bryce is shocked and appalled to hear Voldemort speak of murder so lightly (78-79). Voldemort’s very inhuman physical appearance, moreover, is the result of splitting his soul into too many pieces, hence, he committed too many murders and as a result he has been literally rendered as animalistic and unnatural
. Furthermore, the Harry Potter villain is portrayed as a literal monster in order to convey the author’s views on murder as a violation against nature. The villain’s physical portrayal is important because the fact that Voldemort kills and, being Harry’s complete opposite and opponent, Harry therefore cannot commit murder. Harry’s decision to not use the Killing Curse on Voldemort, therefore, can be seen as an approval of Kantian philosophy since Harry never betrays his morality. Even though he does use two of the other Unforgivable Curses, the Imperius Curse and the Cruciatus Curse, Harry remains pure by never being tempted into using the Killing Curse. 

       As a result, Harry Potter diverges from Kantian philosophy because even though Harry does not kill Voldemort because of the Categorical Imperative, he does pursue Voldemort out of reasons deeply affected by emotion. Since Voldemort killed Harry’s parents, it is out of love for his parents that Harry feels the need to go after Voldemort. Even though he wants to defeat him because of all the death he has caused, which is a choice made in the name of duty, Harry is still influenced by love, pain, hatred, and the desire to survive. Although Harry Potter is influenced by the Categorical Imperative from Immanuel Kant’s philosophy, they ultimately diverge because it was Harry’s ability to love that made him the type of hero that is pure and therefore cannot betray his own morality and kill. 

        Deontology, in addition, is seen in Harry Potter because Harry, as the hero of the series, does not kill, even for the greater good. Voldemort cannot be imprisoned and he will not stop killing people for power. Countless lives will be saved if Harry kills him. However, Harry sees murder as wrong, and killing will make him as bad as the villains. He would cross a line from which he can never return. Voldemort’s transformation after having killed so many people shows the severity of crossing said line. If Harry had defeated Voldemort by using the Killing Curse, then he would have violated his own principles that murder is wrong, and associated himself with Voldemort. Harry, and therefore J. K. Rowling, believes that killing is wrong, so therefore Harry cannot outright ‘kill’ Voldemort. If Harry were to attempt to kill him, not only would it go against his morals and would be a violation of his character, but it would create a comparison with Voldemort that J. K. Rowling does not desire to create. Harry and Voldemort have many similarities, all of them being out of Harry’s control, such as Harry being a Parseltongue. However, if Harry attempted to kill Voldemort, it would create a similarity that it is in fact in Harry’s control and which would alter the balance of morality in the Harry Potter series and in Harry’s character values as the hero. If the author of the series creates a world where murder is the ultimate act of evil, it would be contradictory to have the hero that the author has created to oppose evil commit the very same act of evil that he fights against.

 Dostoevsky, like J. K. Rowling, views murder (killing life) as a contamination of the heart. Deontology of the Heart is more congruent with J. K. Rowling’s philosophy on murder and morality in the Harry Potter series than the type of deontology that Kant portrays. Deontology of the Heart argues that emotion, more specifically, love, is a key element in making moral decisions, and as a result this line of thought is seen embedded into Harry Potter. The fact that Dostoevsky supports that life and the ability to love are linked makes a strong connection to Harry and Dumbledore’s belief that love is the strongest kind of magic. Also, when Dostoevsky claims that the inability to love is linked to evil and cruelty, he demonstrates the binary opposites that Harry and Voldemort are. Harry can love, while Voldemort cannot, therefore labeling Harry as an ethical person, and Voldemort as evil. Voldemort’s monstrous appearance confirms this. Moreover, Dostoevsky’s explanation of deontology fits Harry’s philosophy of life because Harry does not contaminate his heart by killing Voldemort with the Killing Curse, and he becomes a hero through his human emotions (the figurative Heart that Dostoevsky speaks of). Throughout the whole series, Harry has been portrayed as humble and virtuous because of his purity in his ability to love, while Voldemort has been shrouded by fear, power-lust, and darkness. Dostoevsky’s theory about the Heart applies to both characters, and asserts J. K. Rowling’s belief that murder is the supreme act of evil and due to Harry’s Heart, it is metaphorically and physically impossible for him to commit murder because that would imply that Harry’s Heart is contaminated and that he does not believe that love is the strongest kind of magic. It would be contradictory to the plot and the themes that the author exposes the reader to. In addition, Dostoevsky links self-transcendence and self-sacrifice as results of having a pure Heart, and Harry has demonstrated both of these qualities in the last Harry Potter installation by sacrificing himself in order to protect everyone, and in doing so, he transcended himself, through love. Furthermore, Lily Potter, Harry’s mother’s sacrifice to save Harry from Voldemort sprang out of love and protected Harry from the ultimate force of evil, murder and by association
, Voldemort. 

        By exploring the morality in murder in Harry Potter, J. K. Rowling exposes readers to not only different schools of thought on the subject, but to a prevalent controversial topic even today. The fact that Harry never kills, nor even his worst enemy, shows J. K. Rowling Kantian view that once a Categorical Imperative has been established (murder is wrong) it cannot be broken. She also portrays through the final scene of The Deathly Hallows a deontological approach to the plot because Harry does not use the Killing Curse on Voldemort, because it would make him as bad as him. Finally, the author also demonstrates Dostoevsky’s Deontology of the Heart in her emphasis on the power of love when it comes to making moral decisions and the fact that Harry does not attempt to murder employs that view: Harry never contaminates his Heart. The issue of morality in murder, moreover, is still relevant in today’s society because of the clash between deontological views versus utilitarian views. From the death sentence to killing criminals in order to save more lives to even killing in self-defense are still moral issues that affect society’s law and morale to this day. 
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