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Chapter 1 and 2:

The opening chapters of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix explore the divide between the wizard world, where Harry is comfortable and respected, and the Muggle world, where he is either ignored or ostracized. As he has been for the past four summers, Harry is imprisoned inside the Dursleys’ house and strictly forbidden from using his magic or discussing wizard business. The microcosm of the Dursley house serves as our main touchstone for Muggle life—however unfortunate, the Dursleys are the only Muggles we meet, and we understand quickly why Harry is so anxious to escape Muggle life and return to Hogwarts. If the Dursleys are any indication, Muggles not only fear magic, they are revolted by it. More often than not, Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon try to find some sort of alternate explanation for whatever bit of magic they have inadvertently witnessed. When the dementors attack Dudley in the alleyway, he is careful not to blame the dementors themselves, because to do so would be to admit that magic is real. Instead, he points his chubby finger directly at Harry. Clearly, everything that is important to Harry is a point of contention for his Muggle family, who are horrified and disgusted by his lifestyle. They refuse to acknowledge Harry’s power, even when it has direct and undeniable repercussions on their lives.

Harry is not in the best shape when the novel begins—he feels isolated among the unbearable Muggles, misses Hogwarts, and feels abandoned by his two best friends, Ron and Hermione—and his unhappiness leads him to act recklessly. Given Harry’s close and terrifying encounter with Lord Voldemort at the end of Book IV, Harry is right to be intensely concerned about the fate of his beloved Hogwarts, and the total lack of news from the Wizard world is excruciating for him. Harry’s prolonged aggravation culminates in the alleyway with Dudley, when he whips out his wand and comes terribly close to using his magic to torment him. Harry is barely able to contain his rage, and, were it not for the interruption of the dementors, he very well might have cast a spell on Dudley, earning himself instant expulsion from Hogwarts. In this sense, the dementors actually save Harry from his own evil desires. 

Though the Wizard and Muggle worlds operate under very different sets of principles, these principles sometimes overlap, and the sharp delineation between those worlds is beginning to blur. Despite his concerns about Hogwarts and his Wizard pals, Harry hides in the flowerbed in order to hear news from the Muggle world. He is already concerned that Voldemort’s effort to regain power could penetrate the Muggle universe, having a dramatic and debilitating effect on everyday Muggle life. Aunt Petunia’s recognition of Voldemort and her obvious fear at the sound of his name, which mirrors the typical Wizard reaction, indicate that Voldemort’s evil may have already found its way into her life. Harry’s worlds are getting all mixed up, with dementors showing up in Surrey, Mrs. Figg turning out to be a Squib, Aunt Petunia knowing about the prison at Azkaban, and Uncle Vernon asking questions about the Ministry of Magic. The principles Harry thought were specific to each of his worlds turn out to cross over to the other world with unexpected ease.

Rowling uses these opening chapters to introduce a series of questions that she will proceed to answer in the thirty-six chapters that follow. We don’t yet know why Aunt Petunia received a Howler, presumably from Dumbledore, or why she knows about Azkaban and Lord Voldemort. Why haven’t Ron and Hermione been writing? Why hasn’t Harry heard from Dumbledore? What’s going on with Voldemort? Why were dementors sent to attack Harry in Little Whinging? Of all these questions, the last one is the most pressing, since the presence of the dementors in Little Whinging is curious on many levels. The dementors should never present themselves to Muggles, and, more important, they should never abandon their post guarding the prison at Azkaban, where they work under the direction and control of Cornelius Fudge and the Ministry of Magic. The fact that the dementors acted so fully out of character does not bode well for Harry and his friends.

Chapter 3, 4 and 5:

In the first two chapters of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, Rowling emphasizes the divide between the Wizard world and the Muggle world. In the next three chapters she emphasizes the divide between the child world and the adult world. After finally being freed from the stifling confines of Four Privet Drive, Harry is just now starting to learn some answers to all of his questions. However, Harry finds the quality of these answers extremely disappointing. He’s pleased to find out that Ron and Hermione didn’t just abandon him for the summer and that they were actually following strict orders from Dumbledore not to send any confidential information by Owl, but he feels he should be kept well-informed of Voldemort’s devious activities since he endured a dramatic face-off with Voldemort last year. Regardless, many of the adult members of the Order of the Phoenix, especially Mrs. Weasley and Dumbledore, believe Harry is better off not knowing very much at all. Aside from Sirius, Mrs. Weasley and Dumbledore are the closest Harry has to a real family, and their desire to protect him leads them to withhold this precious information. This withholding, however, is patronizing. The adults in Harry’s world refuse to believe that Harry and his friends should have full and unrestricted access to adult business, despite the fact that they have proven themselves worthy time and time again. 

Harry is a bright and determined wizard even though he is very young, but his many efforts to prove himself do not result in increased access to the adult world. On more than one occasion, he has had direct and violent contact with Voldemort and has proven that he can successfully stand up to dark and powerful forces. Each of the first four installments of the Harry Potter series culminates in some kind of “good versus evil” climax, with Harry and his schoolmates representing the side of goodness. A professor occasionally helps Harry, but Harry usually shoulders the burden on his own, successfully preventing evil from prevailing. Despite his bravery and success, he is not made privy to any of the Order’s secret business, and this lack of trust and information frustrates him. Even though Harry has just been “saved” from the Dursleys, where he felt totally alone and powerless, he has been placed in another exclusive situation, where he feels equally powerless. Without Sirius’s intervention, Harry wouldn’t have learned about Dumbledore’s break with the Ministry or Voldemort’s plans for a new army. Given Harry’s past, this lack of information is actually far more dangerous to him than anything the Order might accidentally reveal.

Chapter 6, 7 and 8:
By describing how dire Sirius’s circumstances are at number twelve, Rowling establishes a strong parallel between Sirius’s imprisonment there and Harry’s imprisonment at Four Privet Drive. Like Harry, Sirius has been stuck inside all summer, unable to travel freely because the Ministry of Magic is still pursuing him for thirteen murders he did not commit. Rather than helping the Order fight Voldemort, Sirius has been ordered to remain inside, cleaning out his old house and attempting to make it fit for humans. The Black family members were Death Eaters and supported Lord Voldemort. Since Sirius grew up at Twelve Grimmauld Place, the house reminds him of his family’s bad decisions and is rife with memories of his painful and serious familial break. Sirius’s mother, as if to confirm her timeless distaste for her son’s decision, burned his name from the Black family tapestry—and no matter how hard Sirius tries to remove the tapestry, he cannot seem to get it off the wall. Likewise, Kreacher, the Black House Elf, is clearly unhappy that Sirius is the only Black remaining, and therefore Kreacher’s default master. Number twelve is an unhappy and uncomfortable place for Sirius to be, and he is perpetually trying to escape its confines. 

For Harry, Four Privet Drive is a similarly unhappy and emotionally loaded environment. Although the Durselys are technically Harry’s only remaining family, they never treat him very kindly and never acknowledge him as an actual member of their household. Instead, they banish Harry to tiny rooms, scream at him, blame him for things he did not do, and lock him up inside. Harry must return to this unpleasant place again and again. He envies Ron and Hermione, who can move about freely and interact with other Wizards as they please, and instantly relates to Sirius’s jealousy of the other, freer members of the Order. Aside from recognizing the difficulty of being unfairly contained in an unhappy home, Harry also relates to Sirius’s sense of being orphaned by his parents, even though Sirius’s split with his mother and father was ideological, while Harry’s parents were murdered.

Harry is cleared of all charges even though his hearing at the Ministry of Magic does not go particularly well, but Dumbledore’s strange behavior subdues Harry’s excitement about the hearing’s outcome. Cornelius Fudge obviously dislikes Harry, probably because of Harry’s close association with Dumbledore, and tries his best to bully the Wizengamot into voting for Harry’s expulsion. Harry is happy that Dumbledore appears to speak on his behalf, helping to ensure that he is not expelled, but Dumbledore does not even acknowledge Harry’s presence. After Harry’s frightening, difficult summer, he expected Dumbledore to offer some kind of solace or explanation. Instead, Dumbledore rudely ignores him. This icy treatment taints Harry’s happiness at being able to return to Hogwarts in the fall. 

Chapter 9, 10 and 11:
Taking a turn beneath the Sorting Hat is an essential part of the student experience at Hogwarts. The Hat not only places a student into one of four Houses but also makes a serious and irreversible judgment about his or her character. As the Hat explains in its song, the school’s four founding wizards, Gryffindor, Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, and Slytherin, each had different intentions for the future of Hogwarts, taking into their Houses only those students who matched their particular set of criteria. Slytherin accepts only ambitious purebloods (“cunning folk use any means / To achieve their ends”); Ravenclaw selects the most intelligent candidates (those who possess “wit and learning”); Gryffindor the bravest (“daring, nerve, and chivalry”); and Hufflepuff the rest (“just and loyal”). This year, the Hat’s song concludes by condemning the House system, which the Hat feels is far too divisive. In times of danger, Hogwarts students must concentrate on developing oneness and strength, not perfecting separatism. 

The Sorting Hat’s decision is not always black and white. Both Ron and Harry are contenders for Slytherin—Ron is a pureblood, and on Harry’s first day at Hogwarts, detailed in Book I, the Hat notes that Harry would do very well in Slytherin, but Harry, mumbling under his breath, manages to convince the Hat to place him in Gryffindor. Meanwhile, Hermione seems like the ideal candidate for Ravenclaw, with her stunning intelligence and uncompromising study habits. Still, the Hat places all three friends in Gryffindor, which speaks well to their inherent bravery. Time and time again, Ron, Hermione, and Harry prove they are courageous and strong. Neville Longbottom, who initially seems like an unlikely candidate for Gryffindor, has also proved his worth, displaying unexpected bravery and loyalty. The Hat’s decisions often seem mysterious, but so far, they’ve turned out to be exactly right, a fact that makes the eerie song it sings this time even more ominous.

Most of the inter-House competition is healthy and fair, but the rivarlry between Gryffindor and Slytherin frequently crosses the line into blatant hatred. Their deeply rooted rivalry shines through clearly in their Quidditch matches, which seem to take on more weight than any other match-up. Even the two Houses’ position at the top of the Hogwarts crest (facing each other, poised for battle) seems to suggest a certain innate rivalry. Likewise, Harry, Ron, and Hermione, the main Gryffindor representatives, are clearly more offended by Draco Malfoy and his goons, the main Slytherin representatives, than by any other group of students. Harry’s least favorite professor is Snape, Head of House for Slytherin, and he clearly respects and enjoys Professor McGonagall, Head of House for Gryffindor, more than any other faculty member besides Dumbledore. While general competition can be healthy and productive for students, this kind of specific, one-on-one battle breeds danger and discontent.

The internal splintering happening at Hogwarts helps Voldemort in that it breeds tension and malcontent among students and faculty, weakening their defenses against Dark imposters. As Nearly Headless Nick explains, the Sorting Hat warns students about the dangers of the House system only when it feels the school is in danger. The House system is not the only thing that encourages distrust among the students. All summer, the Daily Prophet has been printing unfair and untruthful stories about Harry and Dumbledore, portraying them as foolish and arrogant. Many of the students at Hogwarts regularly read the Prophet and believe what it says, and they treat Harry with distrust and apprehension. His peers and classmates regularly gossip together in the hallways, pointing and whispering about Harry. Like any normal fifteen-year-old boy, Harry is embarrassed and disappointed by all the unwanted attention. That Harry’s classmates do not believe Harry or even Dumbledore, their trusted Headmaster, is disheartening. Already, Hogwarts is displaying strong signs of internal dissolution.

Chapter 12 and 13:
Although Dolores Umbridge is highly unlikable from the very start of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, in these chapters she proves just how evil she can be. Instead of assigning a traditional detention and forcing Harry to write regular lines, Umbridge has Harry carve “I must not tell lies” into the back of his hand, a cruel and unfair punishment. Both Ron and Hermione suggest that Harry complain about his detention to Dumbledore, but Harry refuses. He is still upset with Dumbledore, but he also doesn’t want to show any signs of weakness, particularly in front of Umbridge. That Harry neither complains nor tattles again confirms why he was placed in Gryffindor, not Slytherin: he bravely endures Umbridge’s petty torture, without a word of complaint.

Umbridge is the first Hogwarts instructor to deny students their right to a proper education. The students of Hogwarts rely heavily on their teachers for edification and instruction, and while they may grow frustrated with their homework and lessons, they are nonetheless grateful for the opportunity to learn. Given the importance of the upcoming O.W.L. exams, the pressure to learn and excel is higher than ever. Umbridge’s insistence that the students simply read their textbooks in silence, with their wands put away, indicates her lack of ability as an instructor and her desire to keep her students from actually learning how to use a Defense spell, which, presumably, mirrors the Ministry of Magic’s desire. Once again, adults are denying children information under the guise of keeping the children “safe.” In reality, Umbridge’s refusal to teach her students how to defend themselves again the Dark Arts makes them considerably more vulnerable.

Harry’s outburst in Umbridge’s class is understandable, given the circumstances of her lesson, but it is also rash and hot-headed. Throughout Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, Harry wholeheartedly embraces his role as the troubled teenager, picking fights with Umbridge and constantly snapping at his best friends. Harry is still upset at not being chosen as a Gryffindor prefect and displays very little tolerance for Ron and Hermione’s normal quibbling. In Book IV, Harry witnessed Lord Voldemort’s ugly return to full power, which involved loads of blood, severed limbs, and the grisly murder of a classmate, Cedric Diggory, and these events seem to have wounded Harry in deep and personal ways. He is no longer the calm and affable young man from the first four books. Instead, he is irritable and rash, no longer able to quietly accept torment, whether it’s from his boorish cousin, Dudley, or his new professor. Because of Harry’s behavior he must miss Keeper tryouts, and he manages to fall very far behind on his schoolwork. Harry’s ever-brewing anger and impatience will later lead him to make a series of poor, ill-conceived decisions with deadly consequences.

Chapter 14, 15 and 16:

By forming their own Defense Against the Dark Arts group, the students of Hogwarts take a firm, self-empowering stand against Umbridge’s faulty teaching philosophies. Rowling puts forth a lesson about the nature of authority here: in order for someone to truly wield power over a group of people, those people must be compliant and willing to be controlled. Umbridge’s students refuse to accept the idea that they should be practically unarmed against the Dark Arts, and instead they unite, organize, and appoint a leader. This show of oneness and solidarity is impressive, particularly since many of the students are still skeptical of Harry’s character and are not sure whether or not to believe that Lord Voldemort has returned. While so much of Hogwarts is internally divided, the student-run Defense Against the Dark Arts group proves that they are still capable of rallying around each other, regardless of their respective Houses. 

Though Harry is not necessarily an exemplary student, being terrible at Potions and only passable at most else, he is the most obvious candidate for a student instructor of Defense Against the Dark Arts. He always proves to be an impressive foe when faced with a Dark force, and he is an expert in the practical aspects of Defense Against the Dark Arts. He may not be familiar with the theory and history of magic, but he is undeniably skilled in using his wand to defend himself. This skill set is the opposite of what Umbridge deems important. She is concerned only with having her students read their textbooks and thinks that actually practicing Defense spells is an unnecessary and unsafe pursuit. Despite his qualifications, Harry is visibly uncomfortable being the center of attention, which is not terribly surprising. He has always been unhappy about being an object of contention amongst Wizards, and putting himself up on yet another pedestal is not a very appealing prospect. Still, Harry ultimately agrees to take control of the group and recognizes the importance of sharing his skills with his peers.

In Chapter 14, Sirius makes a bold and dangerous appearance in the Gryffindor Common Room fireplace, which gives Harry, Ron, and Hermione the novel opportunity to exert some control over an adult figure. Though they are very happy to see Sirius, they worry he’ll be caught, particularly since the last time Sirius appeared in public, at the Kings Cross train station (as his dog counterpart Padfoot), he was recognized by the dreadful Malfoys. When Sirius suggests that he might join the students the next time they visit Hogsmeade, Harry, Ron, and Hermione all agree it’s far too dangerous. Here, the children are refusing to allow the adult to do something they feel is too risky, which suggests that in some ways they are able to think more clearly and wisely than the adults who purport to know best. 

Chapter 17, 18 and 19:

As Umbridge continues to interfere with Harry’s once-idyllic life at Hogwarts, slowly taking away all the things that made Harry love his school so dearly, Harry grows increasingly despondent. Even though Umbridge claims she’s doing what’s best for Hogwarts, with the school’s best interests in mind, the unhappiness she causes her students is profound. Without Hagrid, Quidditch, or the opportunity to communicate with Sirius, Harry begins to seriously question his once-unmitigated love of school. The irritation and quick temper Harry felt at the beginning of the novel are slowly starting to transform into sadness, hopelessness, and grief. Harry does, however, find solace and a measure of happiness in the D.A. He carries his knowledge of the group and his role in it around with him proudly, his own small and private stand against Umbridge and her crippling regime.

The name the D.A. selects for itself, “Dumbledore’s Army,” is very significant, since with it the students manage to lodge a sly and private dig at a paranoid Cornelius Fudge. Fudge stubbornly continues to insist that Dumbledore is actively recruiting Wizards for some kind of secret army. Most of his paranoia is selfish, as he seems to fervently believe that Dumbledore is after his job. But even though the D.A.’s name is mostly facetious and not known outside of the group, it still contains an element of truth. Most of the students who signed their names to Hermione’s parchment are extraordinarily loyal to their Headmaster and would certainly fight on his behalf if asked to. For most of the student body at Hogwarts, Dumbledore is a wise, grandfatherly figure, representing the antithesis of the Dark Arts—he uses his incredible powers only for good, never evil. Naming a Defense Against the Dark Arts group after Dumbledore seems fitting. 

At the first Quidditch match of the season, between Gryffindor and Slytherin, the two Houses seem more divided than ever, and each House’s characteristics are sharply pronounced. As Hermione will later note, Quidditch often seems to magnify hostility between Houses. Slytherin and Gryffindor have always enjoyed a particularly healthy competition, but the Slytherin team’s homemade badges, which read “Weasley is our King,” are an especially ruthless tactic to take against the Gryffindor team, effectively embarrassing and horrifying its newest player. As the Sorting Hat noted at the beginning of the novel, Slytherins are “cunning folk” who will happily “use any means to achieve their ends.” The “Weasley is our King” badges and the accompanying song are perfect examples of the Slytherin House going to any means necessary, even cruel and unfair humiliation, to achieve its goals. The Gryffindor team, on the other hand, does its best to ignore the Slytherin team, reaffirming the House characteristics of bravery, courage, and stoicism. 

Chapter 20, 21 and 22:

Although Harry has dreamed about the Ministry of Magic before, this is the first time Harry has experienced the dream from the point of view of another entity. Harry knows Voldemort is capable of transforming himself into a snake and wastes no time in realizing that in this particular dream, he was Voldemort. Even more upsetting to Harry is the pleasure he seemed to take in the attack. Not only was Harry privy to the snake’s point of view, but he was also able to feel the same emotions the snake experienced—in this case, extreme pleasure. Harry reluctantly admits this to Dumbledore but later lies about it to Sirius and the Weasley children, with the exception of Ron, who witnessed Harry’s confession to Dumbledore. Harry eventually tells the truth to Sirius as well. Harry feels implicated by his perspective on the attack, as if he is somehow responsible for what he saw and the pleasure he experienced. Harry has always been able to tell when Voldemort was feeling an extreme emotion, but in the past, those emotions remained separate from Harry’s own experiences. In the dream, for the first time, Harry couldn’t determine where he himself ended and Voldemort began.

Though the dream was shocking to Harry, Dumbledore doesn’t seem particularly surprised that Harry actively inhabited the body of the snake, and he seems to anticipate that this will be a part of Harry’s story. He seems to ask Harry about it only to confirm his suspicions. Once again, adults seem privy to all sorts of information children are simply not allowed to know, which in this case seems particularly unfair. Harry was the one to experience the disturbing vision, but Dumbledore refuses to grant him access to all the pieces of the puzzle. For Harry, this lack of knowledge brews more confusion and unhappiness, and, later, becomes an essential part of his troubles. In the meantime, he is forced to deal with his confusion on his own. 

When Dumbledore hears about Harry’s vision, he immediately turns to the portraits of former Headmasters and Headmistresses hanging on his office walls, and, in doing so, reveals a small bit of the ancient and complex history of Hogwarts. No Headmaster or Headmistress ever actually leaves the school, even though they may die or be replaced. Instead, they line the walls of the current Headmaster’s office, free to move about between their portraits and dispense advice. Although the current Headmaster is certainly in control of Hogwarts, the talking walls of Dumbledore’s office prove that there is also a comforting and supportive balance of opinion in place. 

Harry’s ability to see the thestrals recalls the end of Book IV, where Harry watched helplessly as Voldemort brutally murdered Cedric Diggory, Cho Chang’s boyfriend. Most loyal followers of the Harry Potter books will notice that Harry seems to be a very different young man at the start of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, and he has changed most likely because of having seen death so closely. Watching Cedric’s murder was traumatic for Harry, and he is more skeptical now, easier to anger, and less responsive to authority figures. His new feelings range from the expected, such as his intense dislike of Umbridge, to the surprising, such as his newfound disappointment in Dumbledore.

Chapter 23, 24 and 25:

When Harry, overwhelmed with guilt and fear over his connection to Voldemort, rashly decides to drop out of Hogwarts, Dumbledore reveals his weaknesses as a leader and friend. Harry is so confused about his connection to Voldemort that he has begun to think he may actually be possessed by him, and he becomes certain that disappearing from the Wizarding world and returning to Four Privet Drive is the only way to protect those around him. Dumbledore does intervene, dispatching a portrait from his office to tell Harry to stay where he is, but this isn’t enough. Dumbledore mistakenly assumes that a short and cryptic message will be enough to change Harry’s mind—but the days when Harry would mindlessly follow vague directions are over. He needs Dumbledore to explain the truth about Harry’s connection to Voldemort or to explain what Harry’s vision may have meant, but Dumbledore is secretive and distant. Dumbledore is doing what he believes to be best for Harry, but he underestimates Harry’s maturity. Ultimately, Hermione and Ginny, his peers, are the people who convince Harry to stay. 

Harry has never fully trusted Snape, and his Occlumency lesson is charged with both difficulty and suspicion. Harry learns that the corridor in his dream leads to the Department of Mysteries, deep inside the Ministry of Magic, but Snape doesn’t explain what the Department is or, perhaps more troubling, why Harry must practice Occlumency so carefully in the first place. Snape instead riffles through Harry’s childhood memories, a procedure Harry finds mentally, physically, and emotionally exhausting. Snape tells Harry only to empty his mind of thoughts, not how or why he must do so. Harry is understandably wary of trusting Snape’s advice.

When Harry finally gets an opportunity to tell his side of the story in the Quibbler, he gains a sense of power he hasn’t felt in a very long time. He can finally defend himself publicly against the lies spread about him in the Prophet. Hermione, too, is unexpectedly empowered by the task at hand. Normally a strict follower of both moral and practical rules, she arranges for a meeting with the despicable Rita Skeeter in order to blackmail her into doing something she doesn’t want to do. Hermione, for all her nagging and homework planning, occasionally does something spontaneous and surprising. Her behavior is rooted in her loyalty to Harry and her desire to see his reputation restored—two elements that give her the power to act differently than she might in other situations. 

Chapter 26, 27 and 28:
Even though Dumbledore, Snape, Sirius, and Lupin all stress how important it is for Harry to learn and practice Occlumency, Harry still stubbornly refuses to dedicate himself to the task of closing his mind. Harry’s vision of Voldemort’s attack on Mr. Weasley ultimately helped save Mr. Weasley’s life, and Harry doesn’t understand why he must close his mind entirely to outside influences. He assumes this is just another case of the adults in his life not wanting him to have access to sensitive information. Harry continues to attempt Occlumency only half-heartedly, since no one will tell him directly why he should take the lessons seriously. Had Dumbledore been honest with Harry from the beginning and explained the truth about Harry’s complex connection to Voldemort, Harry may have been more stringent with his Occlumency practice, and, therefore, not fallen for Voldemort’s trap. Once again, adults withhold information from children under the guise of “keeping them safe,” when, in reality, they are causing more harm than good by not being more forthcoming with information. 

Despite withholding so much important information from Harry, Dumbledore proves himself to be a selfless and wise leader in Chapter 27. He takes full responsibility for the D.A. even though he had no knowledge of the existence of something called “Dumbledore’s Army.” He realizes, however, that he can escape the Ministry with far more ease than Harry can, so he takes the blame, sacrificing himself to ensure Harry’s safety. No matter how many doubts Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix raises about Dumbledore’s competency, he still remains a powerful, clever, and intensely pure force for good. His escape here is also noteworthy for the level of skill it requires. He effortlessly flies by the Minister of Magic and several other Wizards without so much as a skirmish.

Though Hogwarts has been notably fractured this year, Umbridge’s appointment as Headmaster compels the students and faculty to band together to make her life as difficult as possible. With the small exception of Umbridge’s Inquisitional Squad, all of Hogwarts’ residents are upset by the upheaval Umbridge has introduced to the school. Their indignation is both a show of general unity and a display of extreme loyalty to Dumbledore. Umbridge’s Educational Decrees are beginning to seem more and more ridiculous. She bans all issues of the Quibbler simply because Harry disputes the Ministry’s official party line in reference to Voldemort. As Hermione points out astutely, banning the magazine simply stirs up more interest in Harry’s story. Since so many students are opposed to Umbridge’s teaching methods and maniacal rules, they are more likely to seek out, read, and empathize with Harry’s words, effectively patching up some of the fracturing that has been plaguing Hogwarts. 

Chapter 29, 30 and 31:

Because Hagrid is part Giant, he has always had difficulty fitting into the Wizarding world, even though Dumbledore and the rest of the Hogwarts faculty do their best to treat him as an equal. Hagrid lives in a cabin on the outskirts of campus, and rarely demonstrates the same kind of eloquence and sophistication that the other faculty members seem to display so effortlessly. Certain groups of students, particularly Draco Malfoy and his friends, mock Hagrid behind his back or refuse to take him seriously as an instructor, and, over the years, this disrespect has contributed to his alienation. Hagrid is extremely happy to have located a member of his family in Grawp and wishes to keep him safe and close. Hagrid feels less isolated and alone when he finds family, just as Harry did once he found Sirius. Unfortunately, Grawp is uncontrollable, pulling up trees and wreaking general havoc in the Forbidden Forest. Hagrid makes a noble attempt at domestication, trying to teach Grawp English and appropriate behavior, but ultimately fails to train him properly. Grawp does, however, play an important role in the climax of the book, giving Harry and Hermione a chance to escape the encroaching herd of Centaurs, meet up with their friends, and travel by Thestral to the Ministry. 

Harry’s trip into Snape’s Pensieve both enlightens and upsets him. At first, Harry is delighted to get an intimate glimpse of his father at his age. But the scene quickly goes sour when Harry sees James Potter behaving like a vain, cruel, brutish young man. Sirius’s repeated assertions that he and James were just very young and foolish do little to soothe Harry’s disappointment. Harry has always looked up to his father and reveled in Sirius’s frequent comparisons between a young Harry and a young James. Unfortunately, James and Sirius seem to more closely resemble Draco Malfoy and his goons than Harry and his friends, who never resort to cruelty or bullying, but, rather, try their best to thwart that kind of behavior. In this sense, Harry seems to very much resemble his mother, Lily Potter—Lily boldly intervenes, trying her best to save Snape some dignity. 

Unfortunately, Snape’s true Slytherin roots show through, and he insults Lily’s Mudblood heritage. Later, Harry desperately tries to reconcile this portrait of his father to the one he has always carried with him, but it grows increasingly difficult for Harry to justify the terrible behavior he witnessed.

Despite his troubling new knowledge about his father and Sirius, Harry feels stridently protective of Sirius when, in another vision of himself as Voldemort, Harry sees Sirius in trouble. Harry is able to overcome his doubts about Sirius and becomes desperate to save him. Harry’s situation at Hogwarts, at this point in the novel, is anything but pleasant. Hagrid has run off, Professor McGonagall is in the hospital, Dumbledore has disappeared, the Weasley twins have fled to London, and Umbridge is in complete control of the entire campus, bolstered by her twin powers as both High Inquisitor and Headmistress. Sirius is one of the few people left in Harry’s life, besides Ron and Hermione, in whom he can take comfort. Past transgressions and flaws become less important once Harry faces the prospect of losing Sirius as well as all the others.

Chapter 32, 33 and 34:

With Dumbledore replaced, Hagrid missing, and McGonagall hospitalized, Harry is left without a single ally from the Order, save Snape, at Hogwarts. Even though Harry doesn’t trust Snape and doesn’t know whether or not Snape will understand his heavily veiled message, Snape is, ultimately, Harry’s last shot at contacting the Order for help. With no authority figures left to run to, Harry once again turns to his friends, who prove to be invaluable. Ron, Ginny, Luna, and Neville all help to ensure Harry and Hermione’s safe entrance into Umbridge’s office. Then Hermione thinks of a way to free them from Umbridge’s custody before Umbridge can curse Harry. After they’ve all escaped relatively unharmed, Harry tries to discourage his friends from joining him at the Ministry, but they insist, once again, on helping. In the absence of adult allies, Harry’s peers step in and prove to be fully competent supporters.

Umbridge treats the Centaurs poorly, insulting their intelligence and traditions, but the Centaurs refuse to accept this kind of treatment and challenge Umbridge’s rash demands—something the bullied Hogwarts students are unable to do. The Centaurs, unlike the students, aren’t cowed into submission by the power of Umbridge’s credentials. Since the Centaurs operate by their own rules and don’t respond to any lone governing body, such as the Ministry of Magic, Umbridge’s credentials and titles are meaningless to them. Instead, the Centaurs have established their own system of justice, which seems to change depending on the circumstances. When Harry and Hermione were in the woods with Hagrid, for example, the Centaurs left them alone, deeming them “innocents.” Now, even though only a few weeks have passed, they find Harry and Hermione suddenly too old to be shielded by childhood. The Centaurs’ rules are pliable, but cruelty generally begets cruelty, and Umbridge is finally, rightfully punished for her arrogance and presumptiveness. Umbridge has brought so much unhappiness over so many months, but it takes the Centaurs only a few moments to dispense with her. 

Harry’s desperation to be successful in his search for Sirius leads him to make several foolish errors and reveals the depth of Harry’s devotion. Harry never fully considers Hermione’s warning that Voldemort may be luring Harry into a trap, and he doesn’t stop to figure out why it’s so urgent for him to learn Occlumency. Having been through dangerous adventures before, Harry should, at the very least, suspect Occlumency is important for a reason and that this whole rescue of Sirius might be a hoax or a trap. Despite Harry’s past experiences, he allows himself to be driven not by logic but by fear. He believes Sirius is in grave, immediate danger, and this fear overshadows rational thought. Though Harry’s friends may realize they should stop and consider possibilities, they, too, are propelled forward by Harry’s urgency. 

Chapter 35, 36, 37 and 38:

After months of meeting in secret and practicing spells only on each other, the D.A. finally faces the ultimate test: the students are left alone to fight off a dozen angry Death Eaters. While wounded, frightened, and outnumbered two to one, the students’ training clearly pays off, and the group performs admirably, showing much courage and skill in the face of real and immediate danger. Given that the Ministry of Magic was steadfastly opposed to the students learning any kind of practical Defense Against the Dark Arts, it is painfully ironic that the students must use Defense skills learned in secret in order to protect the property of the Ministry. Given the contents of the prophecy, which could have applied to either Harry or Neville, it seems fitting that, at the final battle at the Ministry, Harry and Neville are the ones left to guard the prophecy. 

Though the prophecy does not reveal too much new information for Harry, it does clear up a number of significant details. For the first time, Harry understands why he must spend his summers at Four Privet Drive. As Dumbledore explains, as long as Harry spends at least part of the year with his Aunt Petunia, he is shielded by her blood, which contains the power of his mother’s sacrifice. Dumbledore once told Harry that Harry’s scar was infuriating to Voldemort because it represented total and unconditional love, something Voldemort was incapable of feeling. Now, his mother’s love and blood live on, in the unlikely form of Aunt Petunia. Even though Lily Potter is gone from Harry’s life, she has left her son a priceless legacy, and it is easy to assume that this shield, like Harry’s scar, angers Voldemort tremendously.

For Harry, the massive and unexpected power of his bond with the Dursleys is the ultimate irony. Before Hogwarts, Harry had known only the Dursleys’ version of family, which was based, in large part, on criticism and exclusion. The Dursleys found unity by joining together to deride and exclude Harry, which, undoubtedly, only aggravated Harry’s already tragic loss. The home where Harry feels safest, Hogwarts, is actually where he is most vulnerable, and he must continue to call Four Privet Drive “home” in order to ensure his own safety. Even though Harry is disappointed to learn of this link since it means he must continue to spend most of his breaks with the Dursleys, he is happy to finally understand why Dumbledore has always insisted on his timely return to Four Privet Drive.

Harry’s passionate search for Sirius demonstrates what Dumbledore soon confirms is true: Harry’s heart is both his ultimate weakness and his greatest strength as a Wizard. Dumbledore says that Harry’s heart is the one thing that separates him from Voldemort. He considers Harry’s heart and his capacity for love to be his ultimate power. However, Harry’s strong and uncompromising heart also guarantees that he feels things deeply, and Harry, plagued throughout his life with loss, finds the grieving process extraordinarily difficult. Sirius’s death is a devastating blow, and in the pages that follow his murder, Harry again appears as very different young man. He is sullen and highly introspective, avoiding his friends and refusing to partake in the Great Feast to close the school year. Sirius was the closest thing to real family Harry ever had, his last real connection to his mother and father. Now, Harry is left only with the dreaded Dursleys, who have never treated Harry with any kind of respect or love. 

Unlike the death of his parents, who died when Harry was still an infant, Sirius’s death is a tremendous and instantly palpable loss, made worse by the fact that Harry feels at least partially responsible for it. Harry didn’t adequately hone his Occlumency skills; he was tricked by Voldemort; and, in rushing off to the Ministry to save Sirius, he ultimately led Sirius to his death. Even when Lupin and Dumbledore tell Harry that Sirius is gone for good, Harry cannot stop pursuing him. He screams into the mirror Sirius gave him, eventually breaking it in frustration, chases down Nearly Headless Nick, and tries his best to believe Luna’s assertion that the voices behind the curtain are the voices of the dead. 

Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix closes on a subdued and vaguely uneasy note. Voldemort has not returned to full power, but he has not been destroyed, either. Many of his Death Eaters have been corralled by Dumbledore and returned to Azkaban, but Bellatrix Lestrange has escaped unharmed. Sirius has died, and Harry is having trouble accepting the finality of his death. Now, still in mourning, Harry must return for another awful summer with the Dursleys. Over the course of the novel, Harry makes many rash and misinformed decisions and has had to suffer the consequences of those decisions. Making mistakes and dealing with them is an integral part of the learning process, and as Harry begins another summer stifled at Four Privet Drive, he teeters precariously on the awkward ledge between childhood and maturity. 

