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Themes 

Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.
The Relationship Between Knowledge and Time

Knowledge is absolutely crucial to Harry’s survival, and, fittingly, his experiences as a boarding school student provide the most prominent narrative arcs in the series. Unlike contemporary students, who have access to computers and other knowledge-accelerating technology, Harry’s education must happen slowly and carefully over an extended period of time, often via trial and error. For Harry, the acquisition of knowledge is explicitly and often painfully linked to the passage of time. For example, Harry must live with his last remaining blood relatives, the hideous Dursleys, for eleven years until Dumbledore finally decides Harry is ready to experience life as a Wizard. Likewise, Harry must wait until he is no longer an “underage wizard” before he is allowed to safely use his magic outside of Hogwarts. (Harry’s defiance of this rule—in self-defense—provides the main conflict for the first few chapters of Book V). Harry must also wait nearly sixteen years until he is allowed to know the truth about his scar and hear about the prophecy that was made before his birth. He must wait for Dumbledore to finally explain Harry’s kill-or-be-killed link to Voldemort. He does not learn the mission of the Order of the Phoenix until he discovers it himself.

Education As Empowerment

In Book V, Harry’s education is put in jeopardy for the very first time, and the true value of that education becomes fully clear. Hogwarts is gradually overtaken by the corrupt Ministry of Magic, and High Inquisitor Dolores Umbridge refuses to let the students learn proper Defense Against the Dark Arts. Concerned, the students take learning Defense into their own hands, forming a secret study group, the D.A., and spending the semester meeting privately to learn and practice Defense spells. Ultimately, their hard work and practice save them at the end of the novel, where they use their newly developed skills to escape the Death Eaters unharmed. Had the students not been so stubbornly proactive, they might not have survived, and they can appreciate the true importance of what they are learning at Hogwarts in an entirely new way.

The Importance of Unity

At the start of the school year, the Sorting Hat warns students that they need to stand together. Unfortunately, the House system at Hogwarts automatically divides students into four houses, mirroring the ideological split of the school’s four founders. Coupled with a highly competitive Quidditch Cup tournament and separate dormitories, students at Hogwarts are inherently segregated. All of Harry’s close friends—Ron, Hermione, Ginny, and Neville—are members of Harry’s House, Gryffindor. Houses are not the only form of segregation at Hogwarts. Like Slytherin founder Salazar Slytherin, some Hogwarts students believe that only pure blood Wizards should be allowed to study at Hogwarts—Mudbloods and half bloods are often ostracized or mocked. Even outside of the Wizarding community, terrible segregation exists. The giants Hagrid visits in the mountains are not welcoming to others, and the Centaurs constantly chase outsiders out of the Forbidden Forest.

Lord Voldemort preys on this internal splintering, as does the Ministry of Magic. Ultimately, Ministry employee Dolores Umbridge is able to use this petty competition to form an Inquisitorial Squad of students, which consistently thwarts Harry’s attempts to stop Voldemort, making his work far more difficult. Now more than ever, Hogwarts must stand together—not only to defeat Voldemort but to protect themselves against corrupt faculty members that threaten their education.

Motifs 

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text’s major themes.
Lying 

Although Harry’s intentions are generally sound, he is often forced to lie, usually to authority figures, in order to complete his quests successfully. In the Wizarding world, untruths are everywhere: the Daily Prophet consistently prints lies about Harry and Dumbledore, and the Quibbler prints stories that seem to have no basis in truth. Harry often withholds information from his friends and professors, and he even refuses to tell Sirius the whole truth about his dreams. More often than not, Harry recruits his friends to help with his lies. When Harry needs to break into Umbridge’s office, Ginny Weasley stands at the end of a hallway, telling students that Garroting Gas has been released. Members of the D.A., too, must consistently lie about their whereabouts. When Umbridge gives Harry a week of detention, she forces him to repeatedly carve “I Will Not Tell Lies” into the back of his hand, but even this punishment is based in a lie. Umbridge thinks that Harry is lying about Voldemort’s return, but it is actually Umbridge who is being lied to by the Ministry, since Voldemort is, indeed, back.

Loyalty

Both at Hogwarts and beyond, Dumbledore commands and receives unconditional loyalty from his followers. The members of the Order of the Phoenix have pledged their unquestioning dedication to Dumbledore, and, despite the protests of the Ministry of Magic and much of the Wizarding world, their loyalty holds fast, and they believe, without question, what Dumbledore tells them about the return of Lord Voldemort. At Hogwarts, many of the students and faculty members remain extremely loyal to Dumbledore. After Dolores Umbridge replaces Dumbledore as Headmaster of Hogwarts, the students and faculty voice their protest by refusing to behave for Umbridge, making her life at Hogwarts as difficult as possible. 

Blood

Blood is both a saving and divisive force for Harry Potter and his friends. Hogwarts students classify each other by blood type—pure blood, half blood, or Mudblood—which leads to disharmony and chaos. For Harry, however, blood often serves as his savior. The first time Harry encounters Lord Voldemort, in Book I, Voldemort has his face buried in a Unicorn and is hungrily sucking the animal’s blood. Clearly, Voldemort’s own blood is not a sufficient life force, and he is forced to feed on the Unicorn for survival. Harry’s blood, however, is extremely powerful. Once Dumbledore has told Harry about the contents of the prophecy, he explains that Harry’s heart is what gives Harry the power to separate himself from Voldemort. Likewise, Harry’s blood ties to his mother and his Aunt Petunia continue to keep him safe. 

Symbols 

Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts.
Occlumency 

As Harry quickly realizes, in order to effectively practice Occlumency, which is the closing off of one’s mind to external penetration, a Wizard must free his or her mind of all distractions. Before Harry’s lessons, Snape empties his thoughts into Dumbledore’s Pensieve—a device designed to collect and hold an individual’s thoughts and memories—so he doesn’t unintentionally reveal anything private to Harry. Unfortunately, Harry is not allowed the same luxury. Instead, Snape demands that he concentrate, forcing his mind clear without outside help. With so much going on in his young life, this becomes impossible for Harry, and Occlumency ultimately serves as a symbol of Harry’s youth. Because Harry is so entrenched in the trappings of adolescence, he lacks the dedication and work ethic to truly empty his mind, especially when none of the authority figures in his life are willing to explain exactly why it is so important for Harry to learn this skill. Ultimately, Harry’s inability to effectively practice Occlumency leads to a false vision of Sirius being tortured at the Ministry, which later becomes the impetus for a disastrous trek to row ninety-seven.

Educational Decrees

Dolores Umbridge’s Educational Decrees suggest the corruption that goes hand in hand with unchecked power. With the authority of the Ministry behind her, Umbridge takes to posting Educational Decrees on the bulletin boards at Hogwarts. Drunk with newfound power, Umbridge uses the Decrees to award herself even more authority over the faculty and students. Often, the Decrees are meaningless or vindictive, and they are almost always designed to meet Umbridge’s immediate needs, regardless of the school’s priorities. When Umbridge decides to ban all student organizations, societies, teams, groups, and clubs, she promptly grants the Slytherin Quidditch team permission to reform. However, she inexplicably waits before allowing the Gryffindor team to reform, presumably because she is so irritated by Harry and his friends. Every time something happens to thwart her authority or the authority of the Ministry, such as Harry’s Quibbler interview, she invents a decree, such as banning all copies of the Quibbler from Hogwarts, to stop it. 

O. W. L. Exams

Much like the SAT exams, the O.W.L. exams are very important to a young Wizard’s occupational and educational future and are designed to be representative of his or her emerging magical skills. However, the O.W.L. exams ultimately suggest the vast difference between success in the classroom and success in the real world. Harry Potter perfectly embodies this difference. Harry is already a powerful and influential wizard, capable of teaching Defense Against the Dark Arts on his own, but he is just a mediocre student. In this sense, the O.W.L. exams seem almost silly. Harry has faced Voldemort and escaped many times, and he has saved Hogwarts more than once—yet he is still terribly worried about passing his O.W.L.s. The near-disastrous consequences of Umbridge’s pitiful Defense Against the Dark Arts course, in which she refuses to teach her students any practical skills, shows that real-life experience is often far more important than book learning. 

Quotes

1. “So you came back, didn’t you?” said Harry urgently.
   “People can come back, right? As ghosts. They don’t have to disappear completely.”

At the end of Chapter 38, Harry skips the Great Feast in order to spend his evening desperately searching the halls of Hogwarts for one of the school’s many resident ghosts. When Harry finally locates former Gryffindor member Nearly Headless Nick, Nick does not seem particularly surprised to see Harry. Often, students who have just dealt with the death of a close friend or family member seek out the spirits of Hogwarts, demanding more information on death and the afterlife. Harry is presently mourning the tragic death of his godfather, Sirius Black, and is incapable of accepting the idea that he may never be able to seek counsel from Sirius again. Harry is a bright and brave wizard, but his inability to accept the finality of Sirius’s end speaks volumes about the tenderness of his heart. As Dumbledore explains when he is telling Harry about Trelawney’s prophecy, it is the strength and conviction of Harry’s heart that sets him apart from the evil Lord Voldemort. While the strength of his heart causes Harry much pain, it is ultimately his greatest asset.

Nick responds to Harry’s inquiry by assuring Harry that Sirius is, indeed, gone. While some Wizards choose to continue walking the Earth, most decide to move on, and Nick quietly laments his own choice to remain at Hogwarts. Even after his encounter with Nearly Headless Nick, Harry is still not convinced that Sirius has left him forever. He runs into Luna Lovegood, who is the only person Harry doesn’t mind talking to about Sirius. Luna reveals to Harry that her mother died and explains that the voices she and Harry heard coming from behind the black curtain at the Ministry of Magic (the same curtain Sirius fell through to his death, and the same curtain Harry was inexplicably drawn to) are the voices of ghosts. Harry is skeptical but once again filled with hope that he might meet Sirius again.

2. “So,” said Harry, dredging up the words from what felt like a deep well of despair inside him, “so does that mean that . . . that one of us has got to kill the other one . . . in the end?”

In Chapter 37, Dumbledore finally explains the meaning of the prophecy to Harry. Although Harry dropped the glass sphere containing the prophecy during his battle against Death Eaters at the Ministry of Magic, Dumbledore was present when Professor Sybill Trelawney made the prediction. Professor Trelawney was interviewing for the Divination position at Hogwarts, and Dumbledore was skeptical about her powers. But since she was the great-great-granddaughter of a celebrated Seer, he agreed to meet her at the Hog’s Head pub in Hogsmeade. Professor Trelawney’s prophecy about Harry may be the only truthful prediction she has ever made. While most of the information contained in the prophecy is not especially new to Harry, the idea that he must either kill Voldemort or be killed by him is extremely upsetting. These words cast a huge shadow of death over Harry’s young life—the prophecy essentially promises that some form of murder is inevitable for Harry. 

For a young man whose life has been based on saving as many lives as possible, the grimness of this statement is horrifying. In fact, the news is so upsetting that Harry chooses not to tell Ron and Hermione about it and doesn’t feel much like participating in the end-of-year festivities at Hogwarts. Because of Sirius’s murder and the revelation of the prophecy, Book V closes on a note of general despair. Harry is glad that his friends have emerged from the battle mostly unscathed, and he is happy to see so many Death Eaters returned to Azkaban, but he remains in mourning, lamenting both the death of his godfather and the truth about his relationship with Lord Voldemort.

3. “Wizards much older and cleverer than you have devised our new program of study. You will be learning about defensive spells in a secure, risk-free way . . . ”

In Chapter 12, Harry, Ron, and Hermione attend their first Defense Against the Dark Arts class of their fifth year, taught by Ministry of Magic employee Dolores Umbridge. Traditionally, Defense Against the Dark Arts has been a contentious subject at Hogwarts, but not because Dumbledore or other faculty members have ever questioned its practicality. Rather, Defense Against the Dark Arts has seen a steady stream of corrupt or misleading instructors, and Hogwarts students’ education in Defense has been undeniably disjointed thus far. Dolores Umbridge, in conjunction with her boss, Cornelius Fudge, has decided that the best way for her students to learn about Defense Against the Dark Arts is to quietly sit in class, wands tucked away, and read the textbook to themselves. She refuses to allow her students to acquire any practical knowledge whatsoever and does not teach them any Defensive spells.

In response to Umbridge’s refusal to teach, Hermione suggests that Harry lead a student-run Defense Against the Dark Arts course. Harry is dubious at first but ultimately agrees, knowing firsthand how useful knowing proper Defense spells can be. All interested students sign their names to a piece of parchment and agree to meet in secret. Soon after, Umbridge posts an Educational Decree banning all student groups from meeting, but it doesn’t stop the group (now known as the D.A., or Dumbledore’s Army) from continuing to meet and practice. Dumbledore, unlike Umbridge, understands that educating oneself is a time-consuming and complicated process that involves practice and lots of trial and error. Even though Harry and his friends are already swamped with schoolwork and suffering the pressure of their O.W.L. exams, they still realize the seriousness of arming themselves against the Dark Arts, taking a proactive and dangerous stance against Umbridge’s irrationality.

4. Again Harry noticed people putting their heads together to whisper as he passed; he gritted his teeth and tried to act as though he neither noticed nor cared.

When Harry arrives back at Hogwarts after a summer spent in relative seclusion, he finds that many of his classmates are whispering frantically behind his back and stealing nervous glances at him as he walks down the hallway. This quote, from Chapter 11, illustrates just how difficult it has become for Harry to live up to his enormous, ever-growing reputation. Whenever Harry meets or is introduced to a new Wizard, he must contend with their preconceived notions about his abilities, integrity, and honesty. Even Wizards who firmly believe Harry’s stories about Voldemort and are impressed by his courage and strength seem to expect Harry to do something spectacular in person in order to prove his accomplishments. Most of the time, Harry just wishes that he could be treated like a regular student, without all of the added attention and pressure.

Unsurprisingly, Harry is often singled out at Hogwarts, whether for his scar, his Quidditch skills, his friendship with Dumbledore, or his awe-inspiring stories about meeting Voldemort face to face. To make matters worse, Harry was receiving this treatment even before the Daily Prophet began a ruthless smear campaign against him. For nearly all of Harry’s life, he has been the subject of ridicule and disdain—first by his Aunt Petunia, Uncle Vernon, and wretched cousin Dudley, and now by his peers. As Harry expresses over and over again, Hogwarts is the only place he has ever really felt at home, and he is disappointed to have to contend with the same kind of bad treatment at what was once a safe haven of sorts. He continually wishes that he could just be treated as a normal Wizard, the same as everyone else.

5. “Well, they’re writing about you as though you’re this deluded, attention-seeking person who thinks he’s a great tragic hero or something,” said Hermione, very fast, as though it would be less unpleasant for Harry to hear these facts quickly.

Although Harry has been receiving and reading the Daily Prophet all summer, he has not been reading the paper very thoroughly, only poring over the headlines in order to see if Voldemort has struck again. Consequently, Harry is shocked and upset to learn that the Prophet has been subtly painting him as a fool for months. As Hermione points out in Chapter 4, the Daily Prophet has been remarkably sneaky in the presentation of its snide remarks about Harry, trying to portray both Harry and Dumbledore as fools, but without ever explicitly writing anything negative about their convictions. Umbridge and Fudge both admit that the Daily Prophet has long been under the control of the Ministry of Magic, who are wrongly convinced that Lord Voldemort has not returned to power—therefore, it is no surprise that the Prophet has been so resolute in its slander of Harry. For most Wizards, the Daily Prophet is the sole source of Wizarding news and the only publication, aside from the much-discredited Quibbler, that Rowling mentions in the novels. The paper’s disingenuous and obvious agenda speaks volumes, and the Prophet serves as a metaphor for the corrupt media services that continue to operate around the world right now.

Study Questions 

1. Hermione insists on freeing all of the House Elves at Hogwarts, even the ones who do not wish to be freed. What role do slavery and enslavement play in Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix? Who else in the book, besides the elves, is enslaved? How do notions of freedom play into the narrative?

2. Harry and his godfather, Sirius Black, share a very close relationship. What are their similarities and differences, and how do those factors affect their friendship?

Suggested Essay Topics

1. What happens to Harry’s relationship with Cho Chang? Why doesn’t it work out? How does Harry feel about the results?

2. Fred and George storm out of Hogwarts to pursue other interests in the city, namely their joke shop. How do Ron and Hermione react to Harry’s news that he’s funding this venture? 

3. The pressure and expectations of the O.W.L. exams hang over all fifth-year students at Hogwarts. What does Rowling suggest about the importance of standardized testing?

4. What changes for Harry over the course of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix? How has Harry himself changed by the end of the novel?

5. How does Rowling use character names to indicate character traits? What do the main characters’ names suggest about their personalities?

