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Magic has been explained as ritual activity believed to have the power to alter human behaviour or 

a natural order of things. Magic, according to the Encyclopaedia Britannica “is an external mystical 

force beyond the ordinary human sphere. It constitutes the core of many religious systems and 

plays a central social role in non-literate cultures”. (7. 671)  

 

However, as Marcel Mauss points out in his book A General Theory of Magic: 

 

In practice, magic differs from religion in desired outcome. Religion seeks to satisfy moral and 

metaphysical ends, while magic is a functional art which often seeks to accomplish tangible results. 

In this respect magic resembles technology and science. Belief in each is diffuse, universal, and 

removed from the original practice. Yet the similarity between these social phenomena is limited, 

as science is based in experimentation and development while magic is a priori belief. (Mauss 92)  

Another important commentator, Bronislaw Malinowski, has said about magic that :                                             

Magic supplies primitive man with a number of readymade rituals, acts, and beliefs, with a definite 

mental and practical technique which serves to bridge over the dangerous gaps in every important 

pursuit or critical situation. (Malinowski 90) Stanley Tambiah, a more recent theoretician has 

however indicated that magic, science, and religion all have their own “quality of rationality”, and 

that they have been influenced by politics and ideology. (Tambiah 2) 

 

This brief general survey of some the more important ideas and opinions about magic are relevant 

to the following discussion of Rowling’s novel Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone. The first 

thing that strikes the attention of the reader is that in Rowling’s book, magic constitutes a very 

picturesque world. “I spent a lot of time inventing the rules for the magical world”, said Rowling, 

“so that I knew the limits of magic”: 

I had to invent the  different ways of wizards could accomplish certain things. Some of the magic in 

the books is based on what people used to believe really worked, but most of it is my invention. 

(N.pag.web) 

In the novel itself Harry Potter, a boy magician or wizard discovers his magical heritage as he makes 

close friends and a few enemies in his first year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. 

Eleven years before the start of the novel itself, we are told that wizards all over the world and 

Muggles (non-magic folk) had celebrated because a dark wizard, Voldemort, who was so evil that 

even his name could not be pronounced, had been defeated. Though Voldemort had succeeded in 
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killing Harry Potter’s parents, he had been unable to kill the little baby Harry, who had now become 

a hero in the magical world as ‘The Boy Who Lived’, even though he had lost his family and home. 

The plot of the novel revolves round the stone of an alchemist, Nicholas Flamel, who is 665 years 

old and who possess the only known Sorcerer’s stone from which elixir of life can be extracted. 

Through the Mirror of Erised, that depicts desire, Harry could see the stone in his pocket. 

Voldemort tries to take away the stone from Harry but fails. Somehow, Harry is able to protect the 

stone from Voldemort by defeating him and ultimately saves the wizarding world from his evil 

terrors. 

In an online interview, Rowling is on record as having said that:  

extraordinary things can happen in the world for which we don’t yet have an explanation…...we do 

not need magic to transform our world; rather we carry all of the power we need inside ourselves 

already. (N.pag.web) This comment is important since it indicates that magic is not external to a 

human being, but internal and psychological. Thus is Harry Potter and his friends represented in 

Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone as good characters and Voldemort and his followers are 

branded as evil. Throughout the novel Voldemort is presented in terms of  negative issues and 

attitudes such as enemity and hatred, jealousy and destructiveness, evil and malevolence. He can 

read, control, and unhinge the minds of others and often enjoys telepathically invading and 

creating visions designed to sadistically torture his victims into madness or death. An inhuman 

wizard, Voldemort represents the Fascist principle that might is right, and so in a significant passage 

in the novel, he says: There is no good and evil, there is only power…..and those to seek it. (313) 

 

Behind Rowling’s creation of the character of Voldemort is the traditional notion of Black Magic. It 

has been explained that black magic does not concern itself with ethics, legality or spiritual 

consequences. According to an essay Traditional Witchcraft and Occultism published on the 

internet, black magicians use aggressive techniques in self-defense. Black Magicians employ 

unwholesome spirits, require extra protection that is constant and powerful (http://tradi-do-

wordpress.com). Indeed, black magic is completely antithetical to the practice of Harry Potter in the 

novel. Indeed, Harry represents the white magician whose magic works to provide protection 

against evil.  

White magic has traditionally referred to the use of supernatural powers or magic for good and 

selfless purposes. In his book, Magic and Alchemy, Robert M. Place says that the purpose of white 

magic is to “to bring the practitioner to a higher spiritual state” of enlightenment or consciousness. 

As Potter is a white magician, the primary difference between Harry and Voldemort is Harry’s 

capacity to understand and feel love. Although Harry does not have his parents, he is still able to 

love their memory to and develop close relationships with other characters like including Ron, 

Hermione, Neville, Hagrid and Professor Dumbledore. Voldemort on the other hand views love as a 

weakness, for as Albus Dumbledore clarifies in the novel:    If there is one thing Voldemort cannot 

understand, it is love. He didn’t realize that love as powerful as your mother’s for you leaves its own          

mark. Not a scar, no visible sign…..to have been loved so deeply, even though the person who loved 

us is gone, will give us some protection forever. It is in your own skin. Quirrell, full of hatred, greed 
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and ambition, sharing his soul with Voldemort, could not touch you for this reason. It was agony to 

touch a person marked by something so good. (321-322). 

Nevertheless it would be wrong to read Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone as a simple 

allegory of good and evil cast into a magical frame. While it is true that Professor Dumbledore and 

Harry are wholly good and Voldemort and his Death Eaters are wholly evil, yet Rowling complicates 

the issue by depicting a sort of moral ambiguity in the character of Professor Snape. Rowling 

suggests through this character that good and evil can co-exist in the same mind. 

 

Beyond being a story about magic, Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone also describes the 

technology of magic itself. As in any technology, magic requires the use of special instruments and 

specialized information. This can be seen in Rowling’s description of the magic wands carried by the 

wizards and by the magical spells uttered to create the magical effects. The wizards and witches in 

Rowling’s world may indeed use wands, but the difference lies in the fact that each wizard or witch 

is destined for a particular wand. Moreover these wands are magical in their own right. They are 

crafted from the finest and most magical of materials, these wands can hold anything from dragon 

heartstring to unicorn hairs at their core. Rowling’s magicians use magical spells or words that are 

not as basic and simple as mere utterances that conjure spectacular effects. In particular, Rowling 

usually draws her magical words from classical Latin, and the literal meanings of many of the 

incantations shed light on the effects (both magical and literary) of these incantations. Simply 

knowing a word and giving a flick of the wand is not sufficient in Rowling’s magical world. Rather 

the words must be practiced and mastered before the desired effects can be produced. 

 

What makes Rowling’s presentation of Harry Potter’s world of magic all the more fascinating is her 

ability to evoke the reader’s suspension of disbelief. This may be seen in the game of the wizarding 

world - Quidditch. It is a wizarding sport played on broomsticks and is the most popular game 

among the wizards. Although broom-flying does not involve verbal incantations, it does involve 

concentration and practice as well as a certain element of an inborn capacity,  

just as casting a spell does. 

 

Rowling’s imaginative way of presenting the magical Platform Nine and Three Quarters is also a 

remarkable instance of her representation of magic. The only way to access the Platform is to 

concentrate and run straight into the wall between the platform nine and ten without fear. Here 

the other side of the platform has the magical train to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. 

 

Rowling further came up with the concept of magical portraits or paintings in her novel. Magical 

portraits are normal paintings, except that the people portrayed in them move and interact within 

the painted scene, with other adjacent paintings, and with the outside world. The person depicted 

in a portrait can therefore live indefinitely, although portraits does have reason to fear for their life 

or well-being. 
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Rowling’s representation of ghosts is also something that lends fascination to her world of magic. In 

Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone, ghosts are seen floating through the walls, without being 

affected. These ghosts are harmless. They can pass through solid objects without damaging 

themselves or the material, but create disturbances in water, fire and air. Their appearance can also 

turn flames blue. In passing through an object, they may impart a sensation of icy coldness. Harry’s 

first experience viewing ghosts at Hogwarts runs thus: 

          About twenty ghosts had just streamed through the back wall. 

          Pearly-white and slightly transparent, they glided across the room  

          Talking to one another and hardly glancing at the first years. (123) 

 

Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone is a work of fantasy that defines the world of the 

magicians and the witches as a social, economic, and political entity, as a world parallel to the world 

of reality. Yet like every successful work of fantasy, the novel is on the surface a realistic work of 

fiction. Coleridge in the Biographia Literaria had declared that his intention was to dwell on the 

unusual aspects of natural things. J.K. Rowling repeats Coleridge’s practice in her depiction of magic 

in Harry Potter and The Philosopher’s Stone.  
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