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1. Introduction
I believe that reading books is a positive thing. Through book reading we get to use our 

imagination and get inspiration, and it can also serve as an educational tool to help with 

grammar, information and word knowledge for instance. As a future teacher and as someone 

who has been out in schools and among young people, it has concerned me that a lot of

students did not seem interested in reading books.

Book reading had decreased among young people, in favour of the fast paced world of

computers and the Internet. Nevertheless, something significant happened in 1997 when J.K. 

Rowling’s book about Harry Potter came out. The word about the young wizard spread 

quickly and the book became very popular and started a reading explosion among young 

people.

The Harry Potter phenomenon has taken the world by storm, and in many ways the series 

appears to be responsible for a renaissance in reading for children all over the world, despite 

its competition from the supposedly more accessible forms of entertainment available on 

videos, television, or the Internet.1

In the Harry Potter series we get to follow the wizard Harry through his many adventures in 

the wizard world, and his experiences with both good and evil powers. The world J.K. 

Rowling describes is written with a great deal of imagination and humour. There have been

long lines of people waiting for the sequels at bookstores all over the world. Readers just 

cannot seem to get enough of the world of Harry Potter. These books pertain to, and are loved 

by, not only children but also teenagers and adults. J.K. Rowling has brought reading back 

into children’s and adolescent’s lives. It made “boys who hate to read drop their Nintendo and 

open a book”.2

There are millions of copies sold all over the world and the books are printed in over 35 

languages, even in Latin and Ancient Greek.3 Alas, the Harry Potter books did not only get 

positive responses. Religious fanatics and members of certain churches and political parties, 

                                               
1 Anne Hiebert Alton. ”Generic Fusion and the Mosaic of Harry Potter”. Ed. Elizabeth E. Heilman. Harry 
Potter’s World. Multidisciplinary Critical Perspectives. (New York: Routledge Falmer, 2003) 141
2 Deborah J. Taub & Heather L. Servaty. “Controversial Content in Children’s Literature: Is Harry Potter 
Harmful to Children?” Ed. Elizabeth E. Heilman. Harry Potter’s World. Multidisciplinary Critical Perspectives. 
53
3 Wikipedia  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harry_Potter  2009-01-19
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especially in the USA, saw the rising popularity of the children’s book and determined that it 

was evil; it promoted witchcraft and black magic. They objected to the books being read in 

schools and available at libraries and they successfully got them banned in certain cities and 

states. 

This essay will attempt to look into how this can happen in a country which observes 

“Freedom of speech”4. How come Harry Potter is not seen as a fictional children’s book about

an imaginary world? Why are some people drawing lines between Harry Potter and the world 

of Satanism, black magic or the occult? 

                                               
4 Thorough introduction in Chapter One.



5

2. Autobiographical notes on author

Joanne K. Rowling was born on the 31st of July, 1965 in Bristol, England. She grew up in a 

rural area with her mother and father, and later on with her baby sister who was born in 1967.

Rowling’s mother always read to her when she was a child and that is where her interest in 

books comes from. When she started school her favourite subject was English and she loved 

to read and write. Some of her favourite authors were C.S. Lewis, Jane Austen, Jessica 

Mitford, J.R.R. Tolkien, Charles Dickens and Shakespeare. 

Rowling studied languages at the University of Exeter. She spent one school year in France 

where she taught English. After her studies she lived in London and later Manchester. In 1990 

the ideas for Harry Potter started forming. They popped into her head when she was sitting on

the train. “I had an idea about a boy who had magical powers, but who didn’t really know 

what or who he was.”5 She formed some of the characters and the idea of Hogwarts School in

her head, and the ideas for the books just kept coming. She planned the books in her head for 

five years before she actually started writing them. 

Rowling went to Portugal for a couple of years to work as an English teacher. Due to a stormy 

relationship which did not work out she went back to England. She also had a four month old 

daughter with her. Being a single mother and unemployed, Rowling moved in with her sister 

in Edinburgh. Harry Potter was still forming in her head and she used to sit in a café and write

as often as possible while her daughter slept in the stroller. When the first book was finished 

she sent the manuscript to several literary agents, and finally one person named Christopher 

Little saw the potential of the story. Little sent the manuscript to several publishers and after 

numerous refusals he got her a deal with Bloomsbury. The name structure J.K. Rowling is 

because the publisher did not want the full name Joanne Rowling on the front. They thought

boys rather wanted to read books written by men.

Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone was released in 1997 and after a couple of months 

it was on the best seller lists. An American agent bought the rights for the US market for 

$105,000. It was renamed Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone to better fit the American 

market, and released there in 1998. When the next book in the series: Harry Potter and the 

Chamber of Secrets was released it went right to number one on the best seller lists. The 

                                               
5 Evastina Törnkvist. Den lille trollkarlen. En bok om J.K. Rowling och Harry Potter. (Viken: Republik, 2002) 9
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Harry Potter series include seven books and the last one came out in 2007. Rowling has 

firmly stated that there are going to be no more Harry Potter books. 

Rowling released another children’s book The Tales of Beedle the Bard in 2008 and the 

profits will go to institutionalized children in Eastern Europe. She consequently gives money 

to charities and especially funds for single mothers in need of help. “Seven years after 

becoming a lone parent, I feel qualified to look anyone in the eye and say that people bringing 

up children single-handedly deserve, not condemnation, but congratulation.”6

Despite being one of the world’s most famous authors Rowling is very shy of publicity. She 

rarely gives interviews and she tries to keep her family life to herself. She has said that she 

sometimes wonders if the fame is worth being recognized everywhere, and she would prefer if

people concentrated on her books rather than on herself as a person. 

The success of Harry Potter “has made Rowling the first and thus far only billionaire author.”7  

She is married and has a daughter and a son. She lives in Edinburgh, Scotland.

                                               
6 Harry Potter’s Realm of Wizardry. http://www.harrypotterrealm.com/mn_quotes_jkr.html 2009-01-12
7 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harry_Potter  2009-01-19
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3. Chapter One: Background

The United States of America is often recognized as being “the land of the free”. This is 

confirmed in the constitutional freedoms stated in the Bill of Rights, also known as the first 

ten amendments. The first amendment called “the free exercise clause” includes freedom of 

speech, freedom of press, freedom of religion and freedom of expression. It states: “Congress 

shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the exercise thereof; 

or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to 

assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”8 This means that 

everyone has a right to their opinion, and that one can express what one wishes, because one

should have the freedom to do so. “Freedom of speech is the freedom to speak freely without 

censorship or limitation.”9 It also has a very important role in a free society. “Today, the First 

Amendment of the Constitution of the United States (1787), guaranteeing freedom of speech 

as well as of the press, is regarded as the root of the comprehensive protection of freedom of 

expression in western countries.” 10

Susan Williams (2004) mentions the theme of freedom of speech in her book Truth, 

Autonomy, and Speech. “Freedom of speech is an ideal that is close to the heart of many 

Americans. It is connected to the hopes and dreams that shape our national identity, including 

individualism, progress, and liberty.”11 Since people want to be independent and live in a free 

society there is also the requirement of one’s freedom of speech and expression. “Free speech 

is one of the more important mechanisms for the exercise of individual autonomy.” (ibid)

However, there is some controversy regarding the first amendment. For example, when it 

comes to literature we can see that certain books have been “challenged” and banned for a 

long time. This does not coincide with the first amendment and therefore it cannot be as 

effective as it is supposed to be. 

                                               
8A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: U.S. Congressional Documents and Debates, 1774-1875  
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=001/llsl001.db&recNum=144 2008-11-17
9Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freedom_of_speech 2008-11-23
10Mette Newth. Beacon for Freedom and Expression. 
http://www.beaconforfreedom.org/about_project/history.html 2008-11-17
11 Susan H. Williams. Truth, Autonomy, and Speech: Feminist Theory and the First Amendment.
(New York: New York University Press, 2004) 1
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3.1 History of Censorship

The American birth of a citizen’s ‘‘right to know’’ stems from 17th- and 18th Century

England. Campaigns for the peoples’ right to know and the demand for free expression started 

in the American colonies. Nevertheless the colonial governments showed hostility toward the 

idea of the ordinary citizen’s right to know. Governor Berkeley of Virginia expressed the 

common attitude of colonial officials in 1671: “I thank God, we have no free schools nor 

printing; and I hope we shall not have these hundred years; for learning has brought 

disobedience and heresy and sects into the world; and printing has divulged them, and libels 

against the government. God keep us from both.’’12

Some cases from Colonial time show how men writing their views about certain matters, 

especially critiques about the government and the church, were punished. For example: In 

1695, a Quaker merchant named Thomas Maule criticized civil and church authorities in 

Massachusetts in his book Truth Held Forth and Maintained. He was arrested, whipped, and 

held captive behind bars until a high bail was paid. Maule was not tried until the following 

year, when he gained acquittal by appealing to a jury that his actions were a matter of 

conscience. In 1722 the governor of Pennsylvania ordered author Andrew Bradford ‘‘that he 

must not for the future presume to publish anything relating to or concerning the affairs of this 

Government, or the government of any of the other of His Majesty’s Colonies, without the 

permission of the Governor or Secretary of this province.’’13 In 1725, William Bradford 

founded the Gazette, New York’s first newspaper, and it did not take long until he was 

imprisoned for wicked and disloyal vilification. However, a major change was coming in 

1789:

On September 25, 1789, the First Federal Congress of the United States proposed to the state 

legislatures twelve amendments to the Constitution. Articles three through twelve, known as 

the Bill of rights became the first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution and contained 

guarantees of essential rights and liberties omitted in the crafting of the original document.14

It is interesting to examine if anything changed after the Bill of rights. Did people achieve

more freedom of expression and could people write what they wanted without going to jail? 

                                               
12 Herbert N. Foerstel. Freedom of information and the right to know: the origins and applications of the 
Freedom of Information Act. (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1999) 9
13 Foerstel 10
14 http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/billofrights.html 2008-11-19



9

The attitude towards what one could express certainly changed. Constitutional scholar 

Thomas I. Emerson, a passionate civil liberal who argued for the people in many court cases,

stated in the 1940s: 

It is clear that the right to know fits readily into the first amendment and the whole system of 

freedom of expression. Reduced to its simplest terms the concept includes two closely related 

features: First, the right to read, to listen, to see, and to otherwise receive communications; and 

second, the right to obtain information as a basis for transmitting ideas or facts to others. 

Together these constitute the reverse side of the coin from the right to communicate. But the 

coin is one piece, namely the system of freedom of information.15

When it came to literature it took a while before the amendment was recognized by the law. 

In Martin vs. City of Struthers (1943), the Supreme Court gave the first explicit recognition of 

the right to receive information. In describing the constitutional right to free speech and press, 

Justice Hugo Black wrote, ‘‘this freedom [of speech and press] embraces the right to 

distribute literature, and necessarily protects the right to receive it.’’16 In Black’s view, the 

right to receive information was ‘‘vital to the preservation of a free society.’’(ibid) However, 

it took some time before the amendment was used in cases of law. ‘‘The First Amendment 

wasn’t really enforced by the courts until the late 1950s and early 1960s.’’17

3.2 Banned books in the past

Regardless of the freedom of speech amendment, literature has been challenged for a long 

time. Books have been banned because they seemed offensive or used profane language.

Other controversial issues could be homosexuality, racism, and war. Sometimes it was as 

simple as its views not suiting the particular person reading it. In the United States and 

England, a social agreement on censorship was on the rise. By the 1830s, this new ideology 

was proclaiming the necessity for courtesy, prudence, and sexual restraint. During the rest of 

the 19th century, American and British editors, publishers, writers, and librarians felt obliged 

to examine every book for crude language or overly explicit or realistic portrayals of life. As 

Foerstel (2002) states “In her introduction to the 1984 New York Public Library exhibition on 

censorship, Ann Ilan Alter said that there may have been more censorship, self-imposed or 

                                               
15 Foerstel 19
16 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2002) 79
17 Herbert N. Foerstel. Freedom of Information & the Right to Know: The Origins & Applications of the 
Freedom of Information Act. 75
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otherwise, during the nineteenth century in England and the United States than during all the 

preceding centuries of printed literature.” 18

Although government-instituted censorship had apparently been abandoned in most western 

countries during the 19th and most of the 20th century, public concern about offensive 

literature did not drop. Subsequently, public libraries were expected to act as the caring 

guardians of literature, particularly concerning books for young readers. This gave teachers 

and librarians licence to censor a wide range of books in libraries under the excuse of 

protecting readers from morally destructive and offensive literature. 

One great classic, Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is one book that has 

been banned because of its alleged racism; it uses the word ‘nigger’. The banning was, 

according to author Mark Twain, completely wrong since the book is against slavery and 

racism. The book has gone through some great controversy since it was published. As

Foerstel (2002) makes clear:

In 1907, Library Journal printed an article entitled “The Children’s Librarian versus 

Huckleberry Finn” in which it was claimed that Twain’s book had been banned somewhere in 

the United States each year since its publication. Yet the book has been translated into 

virtually every language spoken on earth and is widely regarded as America’s greatest novel. 

Ernest Hemingway proclaimed, “All modern American literature comes from one book by 

Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn ... the best book we’ve had. 19

Another classic found on the banned book lists is J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye. By 

1981 the original edition of the book had been reprinted thirty-five times and the paperback 

edition fifty-two times, with a total number of more than 10 million copies. In fact, during 

1981, The Catcher in the Rye had the unusual distinction of being USA’s most frequently 

censored book and, at the same time, the second-most frequently taught novel in the public 

schools. Most of the objections to the book have centred on its profane or vulgar language. “A 

complaining parent in California counted 295 occasions in which God’s name was taken in 

vain; another complainant in Kansas noted 860 obscenities. A parent in Washington counted 

                                               
18 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. xvi
19 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. 190 
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785 profanities, including 22 hells, 27 Chrissakes, 7 hornys, as well as numerous bastards, 

damns, craps, and so on.”20

John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men did not avoid being censored and questioned. The censors 

claim to be protecting the young and easily influenced from this tragic tale of crude heroes 

speaking a vulgar language within a setting that implies criticism of America’s social system. 

Another one is Toni Morrison’s Beloved. In May 1998, the Anaheim (California) Union High 

School rejected adding Beloved to the reading list for 12th-grade English classes. Despite 

positive recommendations from both parents and teachers, the trustees voted 4 to 1 against 

adopting the novel, citing violent and graphic passages. “I cannot, as a parent and former 

educator, approve adopting this book,” said trustee Molly McGee. “This [the book] is not in 

the best interest of the students.”21

3.3 Censorship in literature today
As seen in the previous chapter, book bannings have affected a large number of authors and 

books. Is this something that is still common or can we borrow any books we like at the 

library?  ALA (American Library Association) states:

The First Amendment to the United States Constitution guarantees all individuals the right to 

express their ideas without governmental interference, and to read and listen to the ideas of 

others. The Freedom to Read Foundation was established to promote and defend this right; to 

foster libraries and institutions wherein every individual’s First Amendment freedoms are 

fulfilled; and to support the right of libraries to include in their collections and make available 

any work which they may legally acquire.22

Still, banning books became common in the 1990s. In a couple of years the number of formal 

demands for the removal of books from libraries increased by more than 50 percent. There 

were as many as 4,500 instances of book challenges a year, and 42 percent of the 

complainants were successful in getting the offending books banned (ALA Office for 

Intellectual Freedom Data Bank). The most common type of censorship however involves 

                                               
20 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. 213
21 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. 222
22 ALA (American Library Association)
http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/othergroups/freedomtoreadfoundation/index.cfm 2008-11-20
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books quietly disappearing from libraries. Sometimes a parent who objects to a book but does 

not want to go through a formal challenge just takes it off the shelf. Often a librarian who may 

fear for his/her job removes a book that has become controversial. Therefore the amount of 

books disappearing off the shelves cannot be counted accurately as they are not on any 

banned book lists. Many librarians have become increasingly cautious about the kind of books 

they order. They are also under pressure from administrators not to land their schools in the 

midst of controversy. Parents who insist books they disapprove of should be unavailable to all 

children are not necessarily acting on their own. “Political-religious group such as the 

Christian Coalition and Citizens for Excellence in Education have circulated lists of books 

with the aim of removing them from libraries.”23 As Newth states: 

No less surprising is the die-hard tradition of surveillance of books in schools and libraries in 

the United States. In spite of the Library Bill of Rights, the library profession’s interpretation 

of the First Amendment of the US Constitution, public and school libraries in the US are still 

subject to pressure from groups claiming to represent the interest of parents or religious moral 

codes, having to face demands to remove books of "questionable content". However, this 

practice has not remained unchallenged by the libraries themselves. The American Library 

Association – ALA – through its Office of Intellectual Freedom maintains statistics on 

attempts to censor libraries in various states, and regularly publish lists of challenged books.24

The PAW (People for the American Way) report in 1992 revealed that censorship in 

classrooms and school libraries had increased to the largest single year total in the ten-year 

history of their report. Some 376 attacks on the freedom to learn, including 348 demands that 

curricular or library materials be removed, were reported in forty-four states. Nearly one fifth 

of all challenges to school and library materials came from conservative political groups, 

some of which have successfully run candidates for school boards. The PAW study found that 

the three most common reasons for challenging schools’ materials in 1991– 1992 were: 

1. The materials were “anti-Christian,” “Satanic,” “New Age,” or generally contrary to the 

challengers’ religious views. Of the 376 documented censorship attempts in 1991– 1992, 140 

                                               
23 Suzanne Fisher Staples. WHAT JOHNNY CAN’T READ. Censorship in American Libraries.
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/winter96/pubCONN.html 2008-11-19
24Mette Newth. Beacon for Freedom of Expression http://www.beaconforfreedom.org/about_project/history.html      
2008-11-20
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of them were based on this sectarian point of view. Typical challenges were to books like Of 

Mice and Men and Catcher in the Rye. 

2. The materials contained profane or otherwise objectionable language. Almost one 

third of the challenges were on this basis, including books like The Chocolate War and 

Blubber. 

3. The materials’ treatment of sexuality was considered offensive. Over one fifth of the 

challenges were on this basis, including books like The Grapes of Wrath and 

Slaughterhouse-Five.25

Sex, profanity and racism are still the top three reasons for books being banned, and religion 

is also a strong reason. Books that educate children about sex and homosexuality are prone to 

being banned and challenged. The bannings occur mostly in schools and school libraries.

“Challenges are motivated by the desire to protect children.”26

Foerstel (2002) interviewed author Jan Slepian whose book The Alfred Summer was banned. 

He asks her if she thought the attempts to ban her books were First Amendment violations. 

Slepian answered: 

“It depends on the individual case. For instance, in Charlotte, Virginia, there were just a few 

vocal Moral Majority people who wanted the book removed from the library shelf, and they 

intimidated the school principal and the librarians. I have the impression that it’s not the 

teachers, educators, or even the school officials or board members who initiate these 

censorship incidents. It’s usually a group of citizens within the community who exploit local 

politics to impose their taste upon others. There is a disturbing climate in this country which 

allows a few noisy people to frighten school officials into removing books. These officials 

simply want to avoid trouble, and they will do anything to make it go away. In the case of 

Cheshire, where the book was being read in the classroom, the school board apparently 

decided that they would raise the grade level for the book from fourth grade to fifth grade. If 

parents feel that their children would benefit more by reading the book next year rather than 

this year, that seems perfectly alright to me. But when a book is removed from a library shelf, 

denying all children the right to read it, that is certainly interfering with First Amendment 

freedom.”27

                                               
25 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. xx
26 Robert P. Doyle. ALA (American Library Association) http://www.ila.org/pdf/2008banned.pdf  2008-11-19
27 Herbert N. Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. 174
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Other more recent authors who have been banned are Roald Dahl, Stephen King, Judy Blume

and Maya Angelou.

To oppose this phenomena ALA has taken it upon themselves to celebrate challenged and 

banned books one week every year. This is known as the “Banned book week”. They feel it is 

very important to celebrate the “freedom to read”.28 In the next chapter I will introduce the 

most banned books of recent years; the Harry Potter series. 

                                               
28 Robert P. Doyle. ALA (American Library Association) http://www.ila.org/pdf/2008banned.pdf  2008-11-23
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4. Chapter Two: The world’s most banned wizard

J.K. Rowling has fascinated a whole world with her books about the young wizard Harry 

Potter. Nevertheless, the huge interest in her books also stirred up some negative attention. 

Objections to her books “stem from their controversial content – from the centrality of magic 

to the topic of death to scenes that some believe are too violent, intense, or scary for 

children.”29

The American Library Association (ALA) has compiled the top 10 most challenged books 

from 2000-2005. They are:

1. Harry Potter series by J.K. Rowling

2. "The Chocolate War" by Robert Cormier

3. Alice series by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor

4. "Of Mice and Men" by John Steinbeck

5. "I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings" by Maya Angelou

6. "Fallen Angels" by Walter Dean Myers

7. "It's Perfectly Normal" by Robie Harris

8. Scary Stories series by Alvin Schwartz

9. Captain Underpants series by Dav Pilkey

10. "Forever" by Judy Blume30

J.K. Rowling has commented on being included in the banned book lists:

Once again, the Harry Potter books feature on this year’s list on most-banned books. As this 

puts me in the company of Harper Lee, Mark Twain, J.D. Salinger, William Golding, John 

Steinbeck, and other writers I revere, I have always taken my annual inclusion on the list as a 

great honour. “Every burned book enlightens the world.” – Ralph Waldo Emerson31

                                               
29 Taub & Servaty 53 
30 ALA (American Library Association) 2008-11-19 
http://www.ala.org/ala/aboutala/offices/oif/bannedbooksweek/bbwlinks/topten2000to2005.cfm
31 J.K. Rowling. Official website. 29/09/06. http://www.jkrowling.com/en/index.cfm 2008-12-11
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The Harry Potter series ban also continues until this day. ”Books Challenged or Banned in 

2007-2008” by Robert P. Doyle, American Library Association (ALA) shows that Harry 

Potter still is getting controversial attention. One more recent challenge is from 2007 in 

Garrett County, Georgia where a parent thought the Harry Potter books promoted witchcraft:

The (…) school board (2006) rejected a parent's pleas to take Harry Potter books out of school 

libraries, based on the claim they promote witchcraft. The Georgia Board of Education ruled

December 14 that the parent had failed to prove her contention that the series ‘promote[s] the 

Wicca religion and therefore that the book's availability in public schools does not constitute 

advocacy of a religion.’ On May 29, 2007, Superior Court judge Ronnie Batchelor upheld the

Georgia Board of Education's decision to support local school officials. County school board 

members have said the books are good tools to encourage children to read and to spark 

creativity and imagination. 32

Although the judge ruled against her the parent has indicated that she might continue her fight 

against the books. However, another school did succeed in banning the series: “[The Harry 

Potter series were] removed from the St. Joseph School in Wakefield, Mass. (2007) because 

the themes of witchcraft and sorcery were inappropriate for a Catholic school.”(ibid)

Harry Potter has also been subject to book burnings carried out by religious groups. Pastor 

John Brook in New Mexico invited his members of the Christ Community Church of 

Alamogordo to a Harry Potter book burning in late 2001, and so did the Jesus Non-

denominational Church in Greenville, Michigan in 2003. Brook cited this as “an example of 

our society's growing preoccupation with the occult. The Potter books present witchcraft as a 

generally positive practice, while the Bible expressly condemns all occult practices." 33 And in 

the second case "He [The pastor] says stories like Harry Potter that glorify wizardry and 

sorcery will lead people to accept and believe in Satan." (ibid)

Reasons to challenge and ban the Harry Potter books are usually that they are seen as violent, 

scary, and they contain magic and death. As Foerstel states: “there is no hotter topic among 

today’s book banners than the devil and witchcraft (…) materials about witchcraft and the 

                                               
32 Robert P. Doyle. Books Challenged or Banned in 2007-2008. (American Library Association (ALA), 2008) 
http://www.ila.org/pdf/2008banned.pdf 2008-12-07
33 Elisabeth Kennedy. They’re burning books again. 
http://childrensbooks.about.com/cs/censorship/a/burningbooks.htm   2008-12-08
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occult amount for the largest number of challenges to resources in libraries today.”34  When it 

comes to religious arguments critical of Harry Potter they include that the books are leading 

young people into the world of the occult and black magic, convincing them that spells and 

witchcraft are real and that “children may learn to see them [occult or Satanic practices] as 

acceptable”35 Other more radical views claim that the Harry Potter series is “a creation of hell 

helping prepare the younger generation to welcome the Biblical prophecies of demons and 

devils led by Lucifer himself”36 and that the ideas popping into J.K. Rowling’s head are put 

there by Satan. Others believe that the world of occult forces can become irresistible, and 

compare the world of Harry Potter to the world of the fantasy board game “Dungeons & 

Dragons”. Some people are also concerned about the ability of children to distinguish 

between reality and fantasy. 

Death is another sensitive subject for challengers. Several people object to Rowling writing 

about death and wonder if the topic of death is suitable for children’s books. She says “death 

and bereavement and what death means (…) is one of the central themes in all seven 

books.”(ibid) Harry experiences the death of many of his loved ones; his parents, his 

godfather, a peer and Hogwarts headmaster and Harry’s mentor; Albus Dumbledore. Rowling 

implies that death is something natural, and it is better to be open than not talk about it and 

hide it from children and young people.

As seen earlier in this essay, it is no secret that the book stirs up great controversy. Parents in 

states all over the USA for example Alabama, California, Florida, Michigan, Texas, 

Washington D.C., New Hampshire and Illinois have contacted school boards asking them to 

ban the Potter series from the school libraries and prohibit teachers from reading it aloud in 

class rooms. Their reasons are once again that the books contain witchcraft, anti-Christianity, 

Satanism, the occult, black magic, sorcery but also racism, anti-family values, violence, 

darkness, and that they would lead kids to rebellion and hatred. Sometimes the school boards 

rule in favour of them, and sometimes not. Some school boards agree, and some only for the 

sake of satisfying the parents. Here follows a statement from an alarmed mother:

                                               
34 Taub & Servaty 54
35 Taub & Servaty 56
36 Taub & Servaty 55
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I'm just concerned about the recent craze of Harry Potter books. My 9 year old has 

read the first three and can't wait to read the next one. What bothers me is that the 

witches are the good guys. I have read that Satan really uses witchcraft and I wonder if 

this is a subtle way to lull kids into a familiarity of things that are innately evil. I also 

just have an uneasy feeling. I don't know if it is my general distrust of the media or if 

I'm being prompted as a mother to protect my brood from something.—LOLIJOY 37

Some schools solve the controversy by putting a parental approval on the book series before 

the students can check them out of the library:

In Santa Fe, Texas, school principals are requiring written consent before allowing students to 

check out any of the Harry Potter books. The policy, established in fall 2000, singles out the 

Potter books as the only ones requiring such parental approval. “Some parents just don’t want 

their kids reading that,” said Superintendent Richard Ownby. “If they want to read it, we’ll 

have it. But we’ll need parental permission. We don’t want to ban it.” Ownby said he probably 

would allow his own children to read the books. Jay Clements, a local bookseller, said 

targeting the Potter books sets a dangerous precedent. “That’s my concern, that this book is 

being singled out,” he said. “When you start setting up obstacles to certain works, 

you’re starting down that road to censorship.”38

4.1 Analysis & Discussion
The first book in the series: Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone is the one subject to the 

greatest controversy. This is most likely because it was released first. The other books in the 

series are following right behind it on the banned books charts. In this essay I will analyze the

first book to look into the debate regarding it.

The book starts with baby Harry being left at the doorstep of his aunt and uncle, the Dursleys. 

His parents who were wizards were killed by an evil force and it is a miracle that Harry 

survived. He is left at the house by three people from the wizard world. They think this is the 

safest place for him, and that it is good for him to be with relatives. “It’s the best place for 

                                               
37About.com. Latter day saints. Harry Potter and the Wicca Web Part 4. 
http://lds.about.com/library/weekly/previousyears/aa071200e.htm  2008-12-08
38 Herbert N Foerstel. Banned in the U.S.A.: A Reference Guide to Book Censorship in Schools and Public 
Libraries. 188
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him, said Dumbledore firmly. His aunt and uncle will be able to explain everything to him 

when he’s older. I’ve written them a letter.”39

After that scenario we get to meet Harry who is now 10 years old. He is not treated well; on 

the contrary he is always shown how unwelcome he is at the Dursley’s home. Harry has a 

cousin the same age, Dudley, who bullies him every chance he gets. Harry is told that his 

parents died in a car crash, and he has a scar on his forehead that supposedly is from the crash.

His room is in the cupboard under the stairs. One day he sees a letter addressed to:

Mr. Harry Potter

The Cupboard under the Stairs

4 Privet Drive 

Little Whinging 

Surrey40

The sender is Hogwarts School of Wizardry and Witchcraft. Harry’s aunt and uncle 

desperately try to keep Harry from reading it. They do not want to be part of anything magic, 

and they also want to keep Harry from knowing who and what he really is. Uncle Vernon 

yells at his wife: “I’m not having one in the house, Petunia! Didn’t we swear when we took 

him in we’d stamp out that dangerous nonsense?”41 However, more and more letters keep 

coming, dozens by the day. Finally, uncle Vernon almost goes mad and decides they have to 

move away for a while. Nevertheless, moving did not help and on Harry’s 11th birthday he is 

found by Hagrid, a giant game and key keeper at Hogwarts. Harry discovers what he really is 

- a wizard.

“Never wondered how you got that mark on yer forehead? That was no ordinary cut. 

That’s what you get when a powerful evil force touches yeh – took care of yer mum 

an’ dad an’ yer house, even – but it didn’t work on you, an’ that’s why yer famous, Harry. No 

one ever lived after he decided ter kill ‘em, no one except you, an’ he killed some o’ the best 

witches an’ wizards of the age (…) an’ you was only a baby, an’ you lived.” 42

This is the first passage in the book where it is clearly stated that Harry is a wizard and that 

his parents were killed by some evil force. People who challenged this book only had to read 

                                               
39 Joanne K. Rowling. Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone. (London: Bloomsbury, 1997) 15
40 Rowling 30
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this far to oppose it. Another topic that is challenged is a school of magic. Hogwarts School of 

Witchcraft and Wizardry is here introduced fully realized here:

“If he wants ter go, a great Muggle43 like you won’t stop him”, growled Hagrid. “Stop Lily an’ 

James Potter’s son goin’ ter Hogwarts! Yer mad. His name’s been down ever since he was 

born. He’s off ter the finest school of witchcraft and wizardry in the world. Seven years there 

and he won’t know himself. He’ll be with youngsters like his own sort, fer a change, an’ he’ll 

be under the greatest Headmaster Hogwarts ever had” (…) 44  

You can now draw the conclusion that the book will be about wizards and witchcraft. These

two factors are probably enough for some people to stop reading it, and also for not wanting 

others to read it. Moving on in the book, Harry gets to meet a witch for the first time when he 

is buying his school uniform: “(…) Harry entered Madam Malkin’s shop alone, feeling 

nervous. Madame Malkin was a squat, smiling witch dressed in all mauve.”45  

The mention of spells is also noted: 

Hagrid almost had to drag Harry away from Curses and Counter-Curses (Bewitch 

your Friends and Befuddle your Enemies with the latest Revenges: Hair Loss, Jelly-

Legs, Tongue-tying and much, much more) by Professor Vindictus Viridian. ‘I was trying to 

find out how to curse Dudley.’ ‘I’m not sayin’ that’s not a good idea, but yer not ter use 

magic in the Muggle world except in very special circumstances”, said Hagrid. ‘An’ anyway, 

yeh couldn’t work any of them curses yet, yeh’ll need a lot more study before yeh get ter that 

level.’46

Ghosts are introduced when Harry arrives to Hogwarts School: “About twenty ghosts had just 

streamed through the back wall. Pearly-white and slightly transparent, they glided across the 

room talking to each other and hardly glancing at the first-years.” 47

                                               
43 “Muggle” is Rowling’s description of non-magic people.
44 Rowling 47
45 Rowling 59
46 Rowling 62
47 Rowling 86
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After about one third of the first book, several things people object to are brought up; wizards, 

a school of magic, witches, spells and ghosts. However, it is pretty innocent so far and there 

are no parallels to Satanism and black magic.

Nevertheless, the book soon becomes somewhat darker. For instance the school subjects 

“Defence against the Dark Arts” and “Potions”, and broom stick flying lessons might come a 

bit closer to a black magic theme. Professor Snape states during the introduction to his 

Potions class:

“You are here to learn the subtle science of and exact art of potion making. (…) As there is 

little foolish wand-waving here, many of you will hardly believe this is magic. I don’t expect 

you will really understand the beauty of the softly simmering cauldron with its shimmering 

fumes, the delicate power of liquids that creep through human veins, bewitching the mind, 

ensnaring the senses… I can teach you how to bottle fame, brew glory, even stopper death”

(…) 48

Further into the book a three-headed dog, a twelve-foot mountain troll in the dungeons, an 

invisibility cloak, a magic mirror, wild dragons, centaurs and unicorns are introduced but

most of it is still innocent. A name, the boy Draco Malfoy’s father, Lucius could be seen as

another name for Lucifer. Other than that, there is nothing so far that is reminiscent of Satan 

and the occult. 

Nonetheless the darkest parts are introduced at the end of the book. A cloaked figure drinking 

a unicorn’s blood is revealed. This is something that several people have objected to, and the 

blood drinking is compared to satanic rituals and black magic. Harry is in the Forbidden 

Forest and has seen this mystical figure drinking the blood. In the following quotation he is 

talking to the centaur Firenze:

‘Harry Potter, do you know what unicorn blood is used for?’ ‘No’, said Harry, startled by the 

odd question. (…) ‘That is because it is a monstrous thing, to slay a unicorn’, said Firenze. 

‘Only one who has nothing to lose, and everything to gain, would commit such a crime. The 

blood of a unicorn will keep you alive, even if you are one inch from death, but at a terrible 
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price. You have slain something pure and defenceless to save yourself and you will have but 

a half life, a cursed life, from the moment the blood touches your lips.’49

Another dark figure established at the very end of the book is Lord Voldemort. He is 

mentioned earlier in the book as someone evil and also as the one who killed Harry’s parents.

He is a wicked wizard who wants to take over the world, and Harry Potter is the one standing 

in his way. Some people draw parallels between him and Satan; they think that the “dark Lord 

Voldemort” stands for Satan himself. Harry’s first meeting with Voldemort occurs at the end 

of the book. 

Harry would have screamed, but he couldn’t make a sound. Where there should have 

been a back to Quirrell’s head, there was a face, the most terrible face Harry had ever 

seen. It was chalk white with glaring red eyes and slits for nostrils, like a snake. (…) ‘See 

what I have become?’ the face said. ‘Mere shadow and vapour… I have form only when I can 

share another’s body… but there have always been those willing to let me in their hearts and 

minds… Unicorn blood has strengthened me, these past weeks… you saw faithful Quirrell 

drinking it for me in the Forest… and once I have the Elixir of Life, I will be able to create a 

body of my own’50

Lord Voldemort is portrayed as an evil person, and he would not stop from ending Harry’s 

life in a heartbeat. He is actually so evil that it might be right to draw parallels to Satan.

However, the question is if this gives people the right to ban a book and keep other people 

from reading it?
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5. Summary & Conclusion
This essay has attempted to look into how book censorship can occur in a country where there 

is Freedom of Speech. The first chapter has presented an introduction to the history of 

Freedom of Speech in the US, and also some banned books of the past. There is evidence that 

book challenges and bannings have been going on for a long time, and that several of the so 

called “classic” books are on the lists. The second chapter examined one of the most banned 

books of recent times; Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone.

The answer to the question how this can happen in a country that observes freedom of speech 

is, in my view, because both sides have the right to voice their opinion. The United States is a 

large country with many different varieties of people. Freedom of speech is a complex subject 

because if it exists, it should be for everyone. It is up to the legal system to decide who is right 

and who is wrong. The people opposing the Harry Potter phenomena might think they are 

doing the world a favour. They feel strongly about this and they want to spread the word that

the Harry Potter series is evil and that it should be kept out of schools and libraries. However, 

in a democracy people should have the right to choose their own literature. The right to stop 

others from reading certain books should stay within the family. In my opinion, it is not right 

to make judgment calls that the rest of the children in school or at the local library should not 

read Harry Potter. 

I believe that Harry Potter is a great book series. Times magazine has said the following 

about Rowling’s success: “Such a marriage of good writing, inventiveness, and sheer child 

appeal has not been seen since Roald Dahl, perhaps even since Tolkien, Lewis, and Ransome. 

J.K. Rowling has woken a whole generation to reading.”51 It is very positive that the series 

has got young people back into reading books. Therefore it is sad to see book challenges and 

bannings go on. 

Rowling has created a story which is full of imagination and humour and it is not hard to see 

why Harry Potter is such a sensation. This parallel world to ours; a magic world with its own 

money and banks, shops, pubs, and even a Ministry of Magic, talking wall pictures, moving 

photos, and living dragons, centaurs, giants and unicorns are just some of the things in it. It is 

also very warm book about friendship, family, and right and wrong. Yet, regardless of the 

magic surrounding the people in Rowling’s world they experience the same complications 
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24

and problems as “in the real world.” I think people like the fact that the magic world is not a 

perfect world. 

However, the book is also dark and about evil powers. The protesters are right when they talk 

about these subjects being in the book. Harry Potter deals with the difficulties and darker 

sides of life, for instance the theme of death. Still, this might help children in dealing with 

these things. Harry Potter is also bullied, he has to deal with jealousy, unfairness and 

loneliness. He is not some perfect character and does not always do the right thing. He feels a 

lot of guilt; guilt that he is bringing danger to the loved ones around him and to other pupils 

and teachers at school. Many children can relate to him, and that is probably because he has 

problems like us all. In October, 2000, USA Today published the results of an essay contest 

about “How the Harry Potter Books Have Changed My Life.” One contest-winner wrote:

Here was a boy exactly my age who also didn’t have a caring family. My mother’s neglect put 

me in foster care for ten years. (…) I didn’t sleep under the stairs, but I did share a 

claustrophobic room with eight girls. When I was lonely and miserable, I dreamed about 

magical worlds and fantasized about being rescued by someone like Hagrid.”52

The main thing though is that we have to remember that the world of Harry Potter is an 

imaginary world. Parents afraid of their children getting lured into magic and witchcraft after 

reading these books should talk to their children and explain that the story is fiction and that 

the magic it proposes is not real. In a July 2000 interview for Newsweek magazine Rowling 

said:

We've always watched it happen to every damn thing that got popular. With the people who 

wanted to accuse me of Satan worship, I was full on for arguing it out with them face to face. 

But you know you're not going to change their views. The only thing I have argued forcibly is 

that the idea of censorship deeply offends me. They have the absolute right, of course, to 

decide what their children read. I think they're misguided, but they have that right. But to 

prevent other people's children from reading something, at that point, I would be very happy 

to face them and argue that one out. I think it's completely unjustifiable.53

                                               
52 Rebecca Stephens. “Harry and Hierarchy: Book Banning as a Reaction to the Subversion of Authority”. Ed. 
Giselle Liza Anatol. Reading Harry Potter. Critical Essays. (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2003) 62
53 http://www.harrypotterrealm.com/mn_quotes_jkr.html 2009-01-12
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It is quite alarming when people can get away with book banning and deprive people from 

reading what they desire. Just as it should be everyone’s right to speak their mind it should be

everyone’s right to make their own decisions on whether something is good or bad for them. 

The most important thing is that we should have the right to a freedom to choose.

This essay will end with a final quotation from Rowling: “I don't believe in the kind of magic 

in my books. But I do believe something very magical can happen when you read a good 

book.”54
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