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Abstract 
Fanfiction (stories written by fans based on and existing ‘source’ text) has been 

an object of inquiry since the late 1980s. Studies in this field often use fanfiction as 
evidence of active consumption of media by fans; however, a trend in more recent 
work, such as Hellekson and Busse’s 2006 collection Fan Fiction and Fan 
Communities in the Age of the Internet, suggests that fanfiction texts may be studied in 
their own right. These approaches both contend that writing fanfiction is a form of 
critical engagement with the fan object or source text. 

This thesis builds on this previous work and argues that reading fanfiction may 
also encourage its readers to engage critically with the source text. Fanfiction can, 
therefore, function similarly to academic literary criticism, which encourages its readers 
to rethink texts in similar ways. This thesis analyses the ways fanfiction facilitates a 
critical reading of the ideology of the source text, through close analysis of five novel-
length Harry Potter fanfiction texts. 

The thesis is organised into three sections which reflect the themes of the family, 
masculinity and the body which emerged from the fanfiction under investigation. The 
first chapter of each section contextualises the theme in relation to Potter, drawing on 
relevant criticism of Potter which highlights its ideological ‘faultlines,’ a concept 
borrowed from cultural materialist critic Alan Sinfield. This foundation then informs the 
close textual analysis of the fanfiction which constitutes the remaining chapter(s) of 
each section. This approach demonstrates how the fans’ rereading of the magical world 
of the Potter source text in fanfiction makes visible and disrupts dominant ideologies, of 
gender and sexuality in particular, reproduced in the source text. 

Successfully positing fanfiction as an alternative critical modality prompts a 
reconsideration of fanfiction’s literary and critical value: where traditional ‘lit crit’ is 
largely the province of the university educated, the alternative critical modality offered 
by fanfiction is more accessible to the ‘ordinary’ (untrained) reader.   
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Introduction 
I discovered fanfiction when I was thirteen years old, searching for a script of a 

missed episode of the anime Neon Genesis Evangelion and finding fanfiction, in script 
format, instead. I remember being first confused, then intrigued and then eager for 
more. I dived head first into Evangelion fandom and, through my gradually growing 
confidence on the Internet and the Web, which I had used very few times before that, I 
began to discover other fandoms, and realised that for almost any text I liked, there 
could be more out there, somewhere.  

At that stage, I was what Sheenagh Pugh would describe as someone who 
wanted ‘more of’ my source text.1 This is contrasted with fans who want ‘more from’ 
their source text: Pugh compares Sherlock Holmes fans who write more mysteries for 
Holmes to solve in his usual way, and those Star Trek fans who wanted character 
development and relationships that were not featured in the source text.2 As I grew 
older, I grew more critical of my source texts, which by now had extended from my 
original anime into television shows such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Stargate, and 
books like the Harry Potter series. Becoming politicised about issues of gender, race 
and sexuality made me realise that these texts, while still enjoyable, were often 
problematic in both their depictions and their silences. To continue to enjoy these texts, 
I increasingly turned to fandom, where fan criticism and fanfiction could offer solutions 
to, or at least recognition of, these issues, while also opening my eyes to the texts in 
new ways. 

It is this personal experience of reading fanfiction as a critical form that 
motivated this study. I argue that fanfiction can be read as an alternative critical 
modality to literary criticism, performing similar tasks through different means. I chose 
to approach the question this way because fanfiction has not been studied much as a 
text; rather, fanfiction has been used primarily as evidence to support arguments 
regarding the blurring of the lines between consumption and production of media and 
popular culture, or to explore the motivations of fans.3 Kristina Busse and Karen 

                                                
1 Sheenagh Pugh, The Democratic Genre: Fan fiction in a literary context, (Bridgend: 
Poetry Wale Press Ltd, 2005), p. 19. 
2 Pugh, pp. 19-20.  
3 Deborah Kaplan identifies this gap in a similar way, but focuses on studying fanfiction 
using the tools of literary criticism, writing ‘Literary analysis of fan fiction texts for its 
own sake is still mostly unexplored territory; literary theorists have left the field clear 
for the social and cultural theorists. … The produced works themselves [fanfiction], 
however, are usually valued only as windows into the producers. … Fan fiction has not 
been studied much as fiction, as texts that, under a literary criticism lens, can be 
fascinating as nonfan-produced work.’ Deborah Kaplan, “Construction of Fan Fiction 
Through Narrative,” Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, Eds. 
Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse, (Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & 
Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006), pp. 134-135. Similarly, Mafalda Stasi writes that ‘In 
the last fifteen years of so, a number of scholarly texts studying slash fanfiction have 
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Hellekson provide a useful and comprehensive history of fan and fanfiction studies, in 
which they designate three distinct approaches to research in this field: media studies, 
psychoanalysis and ethnography.4 I would suggest that these three approaches fall into 
two distinct categories.  

The first approach, which flows from cultural studies and media studies, has 
been a principle paradigm in fan studies since the early 1990s. Henry Jenkins’ Textual 
Poachers is an exemplar of this approach, which has been primarily focused on 
examining the active or productive dimensions of fan cultures.5 Later research that 
developed from this paradigm conceived of fanfiction as an interpretive gesture which 
offers the researcher insight into the fan object/text.6 The second primary approach 
within fan and fanfiction studies is evident in some of the earliest work on fanfiction, 
such as Joanna Russ’s 1985 essay “Pornography by Women, for Women, with Love,” 
and often focuses on female fans in particular and their relationship with their fan object 
or text.7 Into this paradigm I collapse ethnographic studies of fan communities, such as 
Camille Bacon-Smith’s Enterprising Women. While the methodologies differ, both the 
psychoanalytical approach and the ethnographic approach use fanfiction as evidence to 
explore fans’ motivations, even though psychoanalysis privileges fans’ interaction with 

                                                                                                                                          
appeared, but these texts, with very few exceptions, have dealt with it as a primarily 
sociological or anthropological phenomenon.’ Mafalda Stasi, “The Toy Soldiers from 
Leeds: The Slash Palimpsest,” Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the 
Internet, Eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse, (Jefferson, North Carolina: 
MacFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006), p. 116. 
4 Kristina Busse and Karen Hellekson, “Introduction: Work in Progress,” Fan Fiction 
and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, Eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina 
Busse, (Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006), p. 
19. 
5 Jenkins’ Textual Poachers deployed Michel de Certeau’s theory of ‘poaching’ to 
discuss fan practices in general, referring to the notion of ‘scribbling in the margins’ to 
discuss fanfiction and to challenge de Certeau’s conception of media consumption as 
passive. Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers (New York: Routledge, 1992) p. 154-155. 
Jenkins’ influence on the field of fan studies and fanfiction studies is immense, and his 
methodology and approach have therefore influenced the trajectory of the field. 
6 Busse and Hellekson, p. 20. 
7 Joanna Russ, “Pornography For Women, By Women, With Love,” Magic Mommas, 
Trembling Sisters, Puritans and Perverts: Feminist Essays, (Trumansberg,NY: the 
Crossing Press, 1985). With regard to this second approach, Busse and Hellekson argue 
in their introduction to fan and fanfiction studies that ‘[t]he history of fan fiction 
studies, for the most part, is a history of attempting to understand the underlying 
motivations of why (mostly) women write fan fiction and, in particular, slash,’ Busse 
and Hellekson, p. 17.  
See also Patricia Frazer Lamb and Diana L. Veith, “Romantic Myth, Transcendence, 
and Star Trek Zines,” Erotic Universe: Sexuality and Fantastic Literature, Ed. Donald 
Palumbo, (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986); Constance Penley, “Feminism, 
Psychoanalysis and the Study of Popular Culture,” Cultural Studies, Eds. Lawrence 
Grossberg and Cary Nelson and Paula A. Treichler, (New York: Routledge, 1992) and 
Ika Willis, “Keeping Promises to Queer Children: Making Space (for Mary Sue) at 
Hogwarts,” Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, Eds. Karen 
Hellekson and Kristina Busse, (Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & Company, 
Inc., Publishers, 2006). 
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the object of fandom, while ethnographic research is more focused on fans’ 
relationships with other fans (the fan community). 

Distinguishing between approaches to fanfiction in this way demonstrates that 
both approaches have tended to use fanfiction as evidence to make a larger point about 
fan cultures or the fan object. Rarely, however, has fanfiction been considered as a text 
in its own right, although approaches to fanfiction such as Pugh’s that consider 
fanfiction as a literary text appear to be increasing.8 My original contribution in this 
thesis, therefore, is to demonstrate, using fanfiction based on the Harry Potter universe 
originally created by J.K. Rowling, that fanfiction can be read as an alternative critical 
modality akin to literary studies, rather than as support for critical approaches to the fan 
text or the fan community.  

My choice of Harry Potter is based on my familiarity with the source text as 
well as the fan community and fanfiction inspired by it. Harry Potter offers fan writers 
an ‘other’ world to play in, that is hidden within and next to a fictionalised Britain, but 
could possibly exist just down the road. This ‘magical’ world is similar to the ‘real’ 
world: similar enough that many of its ideologies and institutions could be replicas of 
those that currently exist in the ‘real’ world. Yet, magical ideologies and institutions 
could also be wildly different due to the influence of magic and the separation from 
non-magical society. This provides fan writers with many opportunities to recreate and 
reimagine the magical ideologies, institutions, practices and beliefs of the world of 
Potter, as well as their relationship to the ‘real’ world of the text, and, by extension, to 
contemporary society.  

In this thesis I consciously adopt the position of an ‘acafan’ (short for academic 
fan), which is defined as an academic who also identifies as a fan. As a fan of 
longstanding I must acknowledge both for myself and for the reader, the ways that 
fandom has influenced my understanding of the scholarly work in the area and of Harry 
Potter itself, but this positioning also follows the move in fan studies, and academia 
more generally, away from the illusion of objectivity in scholarly work. The acafan 
approach is exemplified in the collection Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age 
of the Internet, edited by Hellekson and Busse, who in their introduction to the 
collection offer a rationale for this approach which aligns with my own: 

 
The trend in academic discourse to the personal and the realization that no 
subject position is completely outside the field of study, as well as the work that 
has gone before of well-known and well-regarded scholar-fans such as [Henry] 
Jenkins, have permitted us to take a subject position that melds the fan and the 
academic without implying a lack of insight or academic rigour.9 

 

                                                
8 See also Kaplan and Stasi. 
9 Busse and Hellekson, p.24. 
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This trend towards recognising the subject position of the academic reflects long-held 
feminist concerns about the ‘objective’ production of knowledge within masculine 
academic discourses,10 the disruption of which also informs my analysis and approach.  

Defining Fanfiction 
Definitions of fanfiction range from the descriptive, to the overtly political or 

psychoanalytic. Pugh, for example, offers a personal definition which is based on 
psychological desire: ‘We had a canon of stories invented by others, but we wanted 
more, sometimes because the existing stories did not satisfy us in some way, sometimes 
because there are simply never enough stories and we did not want them to come to an 
end.’11 Camille Bacon-Smith, alternatively, highlights the resistant nature of fanfiction 
authorship in her definition:  

 
[t]he ladies gathered here know they are engaged in an act of rebellion. They 
have stolen characters, settings, plots of the home and movie screens, fleshed 
them out, created new characters for them to love and given the characters 
permission to love each other. And all of it against the law.12 
 

My own definition of fanfiction13 (also known as fanfic or fic) is rather simple: stories 
written by fans using an already existing fictional world. Encompassed by this simple 
definition are some implicit understandings about fanfiction that need to be made 
explicit for those unfamiliar with it. Fanfiction can be written in any number of genres 
and lengths, and can deal with any themes found in conventional literature. Fanfiction is 
written in a wide variety of styles and at many different levels of skill, and it is not 
written for profit. Fan writers are part of the wider fan community known as fandom, a 
label which can be applied to fans in general, or to fans of a particular written or visual 
text.  

Integral to many definitions of fanfiction, including my own, is the aspect of 
fandom, or the community of fan writers and readers. Many fan writers report writing 
fanfiction of a sort from a young age without having a name for it; rewriting the ends of 
books, or adding interesting female characters where they were lacking, either in their 
heads or down on paper or screen. While this is similar to the practices of fanfiction, it 
cannot truly be defined as fanfiction, as it lacks the community context that distributes 

                                                
10  For an overview of these concerns see Catherine Waldby, “Feminism and Method,” 
Transitions: New Australian Feminisms, Ed. Barbara Caine and Rosemary Pringle, 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1995), p. 17. 
11 Pugh, p. 9. 
12 Camille Bacon-Smith, Enterprising Women: Television Fandom and the Creation of 
Popular Myth, (Philadelphia: Univeristy of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), p. 4. 
13 I am using the word ‘fanfiction’ rather than ‘fan fiction’ that is seen in most academic 
texts on the subject. Fanfiction and its derivatives ‘fic’ and ‘fanfic’ are the words used 
by the fan community and I believe it makes more sense to use them rather than use ‘fan 
fiction’ simply because it has been used in previous academic works. 
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fanfiction and influences the ways it is produced and consumed. This community aspect 
of fanfiction was originally organised through zines, local fan groups, and conventions, 
and is now largely online using mailing lists, archival sites, and livejournal.14 Of course, 
fandom is not cohesive and ‘[i]t is impossible, and perhaps even dangerous, to speak of 
a single fandom, because fandoms … have different rules.’15 Although Harry Potter 
fandom is based on one source text, it is not a cohesive entity and is made up of many 
smaller groups, often with some overlapping memberships which are defined by 
preferences for particular characters, ‘shipping’16, friendships, genre preference and so 
on. 

The ways fanfiction is written and read reflects the community-centred nature of 
fandom. The earliest reference to this aspect of fandom and fanfiction is in Enterprising 
Women, an ethnography of fandom by Camille Bacon-Smith. Bacon-Smith theorised 
that the structure of the fan community is both the blueprint for, and the result of, the 
structure of the larger corpus of fanfiction.17 This fanfiction corpus includes both the 
source text and the fanfiction that has grown up around it, interrogating the idea that 
text and author exist in isolation. In the more recent Fan Fiction and Fan Communities 
in the Age of the Internet editors Busse and Hellekson likewise see fanfiction as a 
community-authored text and the fanwriter as a ‘collective entity.’18 The community 
aspect of fanfiction is defined using the term fantext: ‘This fantext, the entirety of 
stories and critical commentary written in a fandom (or even in a pairing or genre), 
offers an ever-growing, ever-expanding version of the characters.’19 The development of 
the fantext results in interpretations and understandings both contradictory and 
complementary to the source text, and diverse within the fantext itself. In doing so, the 
fantext offers not a whole, larger understanding of the universe, but a multiplicity of 
meanings and ways of understanding the text that exist simultaneously, although not 
without argument. The space for growth is unlimited, as the corpus remains open for 
additions, rewritings and reinterpretations. Further, fans’ understanding of the source 
text is filtered through the interpretations existing in the fantext.  

The term meta-text has also been used to describe fan interpretations that are 
built within a fandom. Jenkins theorised a fan ‘meta-text’ in his book Textual Poachers, 

                                                
14 Much of the foundational work on fanfiction such as that by Jenkins, Penley, Lamb, 
Veith, and Bacon-Smith was written before the internet became the primary mode of 
organising fanfiction communities. These works therefore do not reflect some of the 
changes that moving online has effected, such as shorter feedback times, a move 
towards micro-fiction, and different modes of intertextuality between fantexts, among 
others. 
15 Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse, ‘Introduction: Work in Progress’ in Karen 
Hellekson and Kristina Busse eds., Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the 
Internet, (Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006), 
pp. 5-32. p.6. 
16 Short for ‘relationshipping’, meaning a pairing or romantic coupling that a fan 
supports, often to the exclusion of other ‘ships’ with one of those same characters. 
17 Bacon-Smith, Enterprising Women p. 56. 
18 Busse and Hellekson, p. 6. 
19 Busse and Hellekson, p. 7. 
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using the term to refer to fan criticism of the source text. In his discussion of fan critics 
the meta-text is defined as ‘[t]he “ideal” version [of a text] against which a film or 
episode is evaluated, [and] constructed by the fan community through its progressively 
more detailed analysis of previously aired episodes’.20 This corresponds to Jenkins’ 
theory that fans are motivated to write fanfiction partly through frustration when the 
source text does not reach what they believe to be its potential.21 Jenkins’ use of the term 
meta-text is also consonant with fan use of the term; meta, and variations of this term, 
have been used by fans to describe the relationship between the source text and 
fanfiction. As Jane Mortimer points out, 

 
[a]ll these creative moves, enacted by individual writers in individual stories, 
also contribute to a larger “meta-text”. In the center we have the river of canon, 
aka “the show,” a broad Mississippi rolling inexorably onward, pushed by 
money and Hollywood expertise. Off of it, we have a thousand tributaries, a 
thousand “what ifs,” many of them branching off into yet further refinements of 
alternate reality as each writer examines what’s gone before and spins off it … 
all these possibilities are true.22 
 

This definition of the meta-text highlights the multiplicity of possible meanings that 
fanfiction makes available. ‘Meta’ is also frequently used within fandom to describe just 
such fan criticism as Jenkins proposed. The criticism, usually in the form of analytical 
essays and livejournal/blog posts, encompasses both the source text and fanfiction / 
fandom. Meta can be serious discussion, such as the contributions to the communities 
fanthropology or Slash Philosophy, or can be mocking of fanfiction or fandom practices 
at communities such as Fandom Wank and fanficrants.23 The term metafanfiction, or 
metafic, is also widely used and describes the fan equivalent to literary metafiction; 
fanfiction about fanfiction. Whether it lightly mocks particular tropes, breaks the fourth 
wall, or contains self-conscious references to the fan writer or fan community, metafic 
also acts as analysis of both the canon and the fan community.24 

                                                
20 Jenkins, p.98. 
21Jenkins, p. 162 
22 Jane Mortimer, “The Advantages of Fan Fiction as a Art Form: A Shameless Essay,” 
1992, <members.aol.com/janemort/fanfic.html/>, cited in Juli J. Parrish, “Inventing a 
Universe: Reading and Writing Internet Fan Fiction,” Ph.D. Diss., (University of 
Pittsburgh, 2007), p. 33. 
23 Fanthropology: <http://fanthropology.livejournal.com/>;  Slash Philosophy: 
<http://slashphilosophy.livejournal.com/>; fandomwank: 
<http://www.journalfen.net/community/fandom_wank/>; and Fanfic Rants: The Pitfalls 
of Fanfiction: <http://fanficrants.livejournal.com/>. 
24 Some examples of metafiction with similarities to fanfiction are what are commonly 
referred to as parallel novels. A parallel novel covers much of the same action as the 
novel it parallels but is told from a different perspective. Some examples of parallel 
novels are Wicked by Gregory Maguire, The Wind Done Gone by Alice Randall, Wide 
Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys, Till We Have Faces by C. S. Lewis, Rosencrantz & 
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While the terms fantext and meta-text cannot be used interchangeably, 
underlying both these definitions are the fan practices of trying to connect 
characterisation and themes within the source text, and of addressing apparent 
inconsistencies in an effort to build a greater understanding of the canon’s textual 
world. The fantext is also built by extrapolating beyond what is explicitly offered by the 
source text, creating what the source text does not, or cannot offer. Throughout this 
work I will use the term fantext, drawing on Busse and Hellekson’s understanding of 
the term, to signify the communal and intertextual nature of fanfiction.  

Fanfiction as Literature 
The simultaneous and critical nature of fan reading practices also points to the 

importance the intertextuality in understanding fanfiction. Critical examination of the 
nature of intertextuality in fanfiction and the ways it has been represented by scholars of 
fandom, suggests that fanfiction’s intertextual relationship with the source text holds the 
greatest potential for theorising fanfiction as an alternative critical modality, since a 
critical perspective is inherent in the reading practices one must engage in to write or 
read fanfiction. This understanding includes the importance of the heavily intertextual 
and communal fantext to understanding fanfiction as a critical text. These intertextual 
relationships indicate critical activity on the part of the reader by virtue of concurrent 
engagement with multiple and diverse interpretations, or reimaginings and recreations, 
of the source text.  

Fanfiction consists of three ‘layers’ of intertextuality. The first and arguably 
defining characteristic of fanfiction is the focussed intertextuality of the fanfiction’s 
relationship to the shared source text(s) or canon. The source text, however, is not 
always simple to define. Sandvoss, in his discussion of how fans form textual 
boundaries, refers to the source text as an urtext which is the epicentre of a field of 
gravity. The field of gravity is constituted of many texts that are somehow related to the 
source text.25 In the case of Harry Potter fandom I would define the urtext as the original 
seven books, while the field of gravity encompasses the movies, other books published 
by J.K. Rowling about the Potter universe, and author interviews. However, it is 
important to note that this understanding would not be shared by all fans at all times. 
Fans are experts at manipulating the source text in the service of their own ends and will 
draw on elements of those texts in the field of gravity (i.e., character information found 
in interviews but not in the books) as if they were part of the urtext when it suits their 
purposes, and will ignore them at other times.  

                                                                                                                                          
Guildenstern Are Dead by Tom Stoppard, Foe by J.M. Coetzee and Ender's Shadow by 
Orson Scott Card).  
25 Cornel Sandvoss, “The Death of the Reader: Literary Theory and the Study of Texts 
in Popular Culture,” Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, Eds. 
Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington, (New York: New York 
University Press, 2007), p. 23. 
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The use of the term ‘urtext’ signals an area of debate in scholarly understandings 
of the intertextuality between fanfiction and its source text. ‘Ur’ means ‘original’ or 
‘earliest’, and thus, like the term ‘source,’ connotes ‘a thing from which something can 
be obtained.’ Similarly, the term ‘canon’ implies authenticity on the part of the source 
text but not on the part of the fantext or fanfiction. These terms all locate fanfiction and 
the source text in a hierarchical relationship. Other metaphors describing this 
intertextual relationship create similar difficulties. Henry Jenkins’ adaptation of the 
work of Michel de Certeau deploys the metaphors of ‘poaching’ and ‘scribbling in the 
margins’ to describe fan interpretive practices in general and fanfiction in particular. 
Other words used to describe this relationship, such as ‘appropriative’ and ‘derivative,’ 
have negative connotations relating to theft and quality respectively.26 These terms, like 
Jenkins’ notion of textual poaching, imply ownership of the source text, and reinforce 
some critics’ beliefs regarding the legality and originality of the practice of writing 
fanfiction. While fans may define themselves or their fanfiction using these labels and 
metaphors, they tend to reject any overtones of illegality and impropriety.27 

Alternative metaphors are available. Constance Penley, like Jenkins, draws on 
de Certeau in her work on Star Trek slash fanfiction, documented in her book 
NASA/TREK. However, rather than using the metaphor of poaching to explore fan 
practices, Penley builds on de Certeau’s notion of ‘redistributing space’. She writes that  
 

fans only want to use the system imposed by the other, a practice that, as de 
Certeau describes it, ‘redistributes its space; it creates at least a certain play in 
that order, a space for manoeuvres of unequal forces and for utopian points of 
reference.’ [original italics]28  

 
She refers to this kind of interpretive act as ‘Brownian motion’29 as fans, moving 
through a system that is imposed by cultural producers, reimagine and recreate the texts 
that they are offered. This is not a parasitic relationship, Penley argues, as ‘[p]arasites 
generally injure or sap their hosts, but slash fandom in no way seeks to injure or destroy 
the world of Star Trek’. 30 

Another metaphor for exploring the intertextuality of fanfiction and the source 
text is offered by Abigail Derecho. Drawing on Derrida’s Archive Fever, Derecho 

                                                
26 Abigail Derecho, “Archontic Literature: A Definition, a History, and Several Theories 
of Fan Fiction,” Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, Eds. 
Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse, (Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & 
Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006), p. 64. 
27 Parrish, p. 70. 
28 Constance Penley, NASA/TREK: Popular Science and Sex in America, (London: 
Verso, 1997), p. 106. 
29 Brownian motion is a term from physics which describes the random erratic 
movement of particles in a liquid due to continuous bombardment by the molecules of 
the liquid. 
30 Penley, p. 106. 
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argues that fanfiction should be considered as part of the ever-expanding archive of any 
text: 

 
A literature that is archontic is a literature composed of texts that are archival in 
nature and that are impelled by the same archontic principle: that tendency 
toward enlargement and accretion that all archives possess. Archontic texts are 
not delimited properties with definite borders that can be transgressed. So all 
texts that build on a previously existing text are not lesser than the source text, 
and they do not violate the boundaries of the source text; rather, they only add to 
that text’s archive, becoming a part of the archive and expanding it.31 
 

Derecho distinguishes between the intertextual and the archontic, saying that archontic 
works actively position themselves in the archives of other works, quoting them 
knowingly and making explicit relationship to the source text.32 Along similar lines, 
Mafalda Stasi, whose article is also in the collection by Hellekson and Busse, uses the 
metaphor of a palimpsest to indicate a non-hierarchical intertextual relationship between 
fanfiction33 and the source text. To Stasi, the palimpsest metaphor highlights the ‘rich 
layering of genres, more or less partially erased and resurfacing, and a rich and complex 
continuum of themes, techniques, voices, moods, and registers’34 in slash fanfiction. 
Stasi uses this metaphor to emphasise the ‘dynamic textual production’ in slash 
fanfiction, which is no different from any other branch of literature, featuring its own 
traditions, characteristics and genres that form a web of intertextuality within and 
outside the fanfiction community.35 

My own understanding of the intertextual relationship between the source text 
and the fanfiction text is encapsulated in the words ‘reimagine’ and ‘recreate’, which 
suggest a similar dynamic to that of Stasi’s palimpsest, highlighting the overlapping 
nature of the relationship between fanfiction and source text as well as within the 
fantext. More accurately, I might write ‘(re)imagine’ and ‘(re)create,’ which implies, I 
hope, both the ‘new’ ideational activity on behalf of the fan as well as that which is 
guided by the source text itself.36 My use of these words is based on an understanding 
that all texts are intertextual and rely, implicitly or explicitly, on reimagining and 
recreating, just as our readings of any text are shaped by the ‘sedimented layers of 

                                                
31 Derecho, pp. 64-5. 
32 Derecho, p. 65. 
33 Mafalda Stasi, “The Toy Soldiers from Leeds: The Slash Palimpsest,” Fan Fiction 
and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, Eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina 
Busse, (Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006). 
Stasi is writing specifically about slash fanfiction, although her metaphor is applicable 
to all fanfiction.  
34 Stasi, p. 119. 
35 Stasi, p. 119.  
36 To this purpose, I have avoided the term ‘rewriting’ as its implications of intertextual 
mimesis means that it lacks the scope necessary for my analysis of institutions and 
ideology in fanfiction. 
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previous interpretations, or – if the text is brand new – through sedimented reading 
habits and categories developed by those inherited interpretive traditions.’37 I use the 
term ‘focussed intertextuality’ to refer specifically to the relationship between the 
source text and the individual fanfiction text. This, deployed with the terms ‘recreating’ 
and ‘reimagining’, signals both the importance of the source text to the fanfiction text, 
but also the freedom of the fanfiction writer and reader to make multiple interpretations 
of the source text. The conditions through which meaning is made that are suggested 
here also denote the deliberate and conscious nature of fanfiction’s ideological 
criticism. 

If fanfiction is defined by the first ‘layer’ of its intertextuality (the focussed 
intertextuality of its relationship to the source text), the second ‘layer’ of intertextuality 
that fanfiction demonstrates arguably defines every text. Arguing that all texts are 
inherently intertextual, Julia Kristeva has argued that ‘any text is a mosaic of 
quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.’38 Barthes likewise 
contends that intertextuality is ‘the condition of any text whatsoever.’39 Stasi, in her 
essay on the slash palimpsest, calls this ‘intertextuality of the second degree,’ where 
fanfiction refers not just to its source text, but to other texts.40 Fan writers, many of 
whom are extremely well read, draw on literature, including the traditional literary 
canon, for themes, styles, or structures for their fanfiction. Fusions are quite common, 
such as Cluegirl’s Severus Snape and the Ghostwritten Romance, which borrows from 
Edmond Rostand’s play Cyrano de Bergerac. Cluegirl writes Harry as Roxane, Draco 
as Christian de Neuvillette and Snape as Bergerac himself. Pastiche, in the form of 
deliberately over the top Harlequin-style romances or Agatha Christie-inspired 
mysteries, for example, is also popular. This level of intertextuality also includes 
intertextual practices such as allusion, parody, spoof, sequel, translation, and quotation. 

The third ‘layer’ of fanfiction’s intertextuality is that which exists within the fan 
community and the fantext, with fans creating ideas through conversation, collaborative 
writing, responsive writing based on other fan writers’ fics or discussion about the 
source text (or even unrelated rl [real life] discussions). This third form of 
intertextuality is just as important as the first that I outlined, as the wealth, depth and 
diversity of fanfiction would not exist without the community of writers and readers 
that support it. Fanfiction is in constant dialogue not only with the source text, but with 

                                                
37 Daniel Chandler, “Semiotics for Beginners: Intertextuality,” Semiotics for Beginners, 
Aberystwyth University, 10 April 2003, accessed July 2009, 
<http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem09.html/>. 
38 Julia Kristeva, “Word, Dialogue, and Novel,” Desire and Language, Ed. Leon S. 
Rodriguez, Trans. Thomas Gora and Alice Jardine, (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 
1980), quoted in Derecho, p. 65. 
39 Roland Barthes, “Theory of the Text,” Untying the Text, Ed. Robert Young (London: 
Routledge, 1981), quoted in Derecho, p. 65. 
40 Stasi, p. 126. 
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the fantext as well.41 One example of the heavily intertextual nature of fanfiction within 
fandom is the development of fanon, which is the widespread adoption of ideas 
(perhaps character traits, or character background) that are developed by fans to fill the 
omissions or contradictions in the source text.  

The multiple levels and approaches to theorising fanfiction’s intertextuality 
highlight the complex nature of the responsive relationship between the source text and 
fanfiction. This intertextual responsiveness encourages what I refer to as a 
‘simultaneous reading’ experience.  Upon reading a fanfic based on a familiar source 
text, the fanfiction reader is encouraged to re-experience or re-‘read’ the source text 
simultaneously alongside, and in light of, the reimagined elements of the fanfic. For 
example, when a fanfic addresses a textual gap in the source text, such as filling in the 
background of a character, fanfic readers simultaneously consider how this background 
fits with their knowledge of the source text: does it, for example, shed light on this 
character’s motivations and action in the source text, or does it add richness to the world 
of the source text itself?  In reading these differences, the fanfiction reader is invited to 
reconsider the source text. Understanding the levels of intertextuality in fanfiction, as 
well as the importance of the simultaneous reading experience and the notion of the 
text’s gaps and blanks, suggests that reading fanfiction is not only an interpretive act; 
the fanfiction reader is also engaged in a critical act. Emphasising the importance of 
intertextuality to the fanfiction text also calls attention to the need for fanfiction to be 
studied as a text, and the possibilities inherent in this approach. Other approaches, 
which use fanfiction as evidence of the fan communities’ cultural production or to 
theorize receptive practices, focus critical attention on the psychology of fans or on fans 
as members of subcultures. In such approaches the fantext is a means of making fandom 
visible and not a collection of texts that can be studied as such.42 Exploring fanfiction as 
a text, and reading this text as a variant of literary criticism, is supported by the theories 
of intertextuality outlined above.  

This attention to theorising fanfiction as a text is also supported by more recent 
fanfiction research, which is beginning to analyse fanfiction as a text using literary 
theory and criticism. The application of literary theory and criticism to fanfiction was 
made possible, to some degree, by the emergence of cultural studies and the expanded 
notion of what constitutes a text which developed from that school of thought. 
Similarly, the changing literary scene of the 1960s and 1970s and the rise of 
structuralist and poststructuralist literary theory also broadened understandings of what 
constitutes a text. These influences included critical reflections on authorship and a 
growing understanding of the intertextual nature of all texts.43 Traditional literary 

                                                
41 Deborah Kaplan, “Construction of Fan Fiction Through Narrative,” Fan Fiction and 
Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, Eds. Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse, 
(Jefferson, North Carolina: MacFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2006), p. 136. 
42 Parrish, p. 53. 
43 Sandvoss, p. 25. 
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theory, which privileged Romantic conceptions of textual and authorial autonomy and 
valorised imagination (on the part of the author, not the reader), theorised from an 
assumption of closed textuality. In contrast to this, fanfiction functions with the 
assumption of an open textuality, with regard to both the source text and the fantext as a 
whole; and accordingly, the nature of authorship is understood to be communal. 

The work of Roland Barthes has been particularly influential concerning the 
definitions of what constitutes a text in the study of fandom and fanfiction. Sandvoss 
highlights this when he writes that it was Barthes’ earlier structuralist work that 
‘allowed cultural studies to extend the study of interpretation and meaning beyond 
literary texts’, while his later poststructuralist work provided the ‘conceptual basis for 
the study and analysis of fandom.’44 Barthes’ theory of ‘readerly’ and ‘writerly’ texts in 
particular has influenced the way fanfiction is understood. The readerly text, the 
interpretation of which is solidified and contains little space for the reader to enter the 
text, reflects the traditional understanding of the text in literary theory. The writerly 
text, in contrast, ‘is ourselves writing, before the infinite play of the world (the world as 
function) is traversed, intersected, stopped … which reduces the plurality of entrances, 
the opening of networks, the infinity of languages’.45 This description evokes the 
creative process necessary to write fanfiction and the multiplicity of readings/texts 
which emerge from that process. 

Fanfiction as an Alternative Critical Modality 
The use of Barthes’ readerly and writerly texts has been deployed to understand 

the process of writing fanfiction; however, in this thesis I wish to focus on the ways in 
which fanfiction can be read. In doing so, I primarily deploy literary theories of reading 
and interpretation. Accordingly, I engage with  a hypothetical fan reader who, through 
his or her experience in ‘reading the difference’ between the fanfic and the source text, 
could potentially tease out any number of critical relationships between the two. 
Although evidence that fans engage critically with fanfiction, and the source text 
through it, can be found in reviews and comments left by readers, this feedback is often 
short and colloquial due to limited time and space. For example, one of the fanfics 
analysed in this thesis has garnered over three and a half thousand reviews on 
Fanfiction.net. The vast majority of these reviews are one or two lines, often expressing 
delight (or dissatisfaction) with aspects of the story such as its progress, characterisation 
and characterisation. An example of this type of review is from the reader Dr34ming, 
who wrote: ‘Amazing story. I love your portrayal of Snape, particularly when he’s 
being a vicious bastard. Great idea for a story, it kept me captivated the whole way 

                                                
44 Sandvoss, p. 25. 
45 Roland Barthes, S/Z, Trans. Richard Miller, (New York: Noonday Press, 1974), p.5 
quoted in Busse and Hellekson, p. 6. 
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through.’46 Other reviews are emotional responses, such as a simple ‘SHIT!’ or 
emoticons posted after reading a particularly interesting plot twist. While suggestive of 
the types of reading practices I describe in this thesis, I would nevertheless suggest that 
the written/published responses of readers, because of their brevity, are extremely 
unlikely to be the sum total of their reader experience with these fanfics. Literary 
theories of reading and interpretation therefore serve to illuminate the implied processes 
undertaken by fan readers. 

The focus on reading as a critical act in this thesis is both a deliberate move 
away from and a response to the work on fans and ideology that largely comes from the 
discipline of media studies. My work diverges from this field in two ways. Firstly, 
writing on fans from a media studies perspective often builds on a body of work on 
mass culture that develops a particular notion of the role of the audience and its 
relationship to the text and to ideology.  One key theme from this field is the 
incorporation/resistance paradigm, the concerns of which drove most early work on 
fans.47 Such work focuses on how fans created new, resistant meanings when watching 
popular texts that, it is argued, represent and communicate the dominant ideology. In 
contrast, this thesis does not suggest that fans make new meanings; rather, I argue that 
the process of reading fanfiction makes visible the existing meanings in the source text. 

The incorporation/resistance paradigm and its application to fans has been 
criticised as too simplistic. For example, Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian Longhurst, in 
their book Audiences, suggest that this paradigm is insufficient to describe fan practises 
which, they argue, are a process of identity construction. 

 
Through fan activity – which clearly involves the deployment of imagination 
fuelled by the media in an imagined community – people are helped to construct 
particular identities … However, it can be argued that ultimately such studies are 
better understood within the SPP [Spectacle/Performance Paradigm] not the IRP 
[Incorporation/Resistance paradigm] as demonstrating the construction of 
alternative fans’ communities based on the generation of particular forms of 
identification and identity.’48 
 

This aspect of identity production leads Abercrombie and Longhurst to create a 
hierarchy of fans, ranging from ‘consumers’ to ‘petty producers’, all of whom are 
involved in what they refer to a ‘textual production’, which they argue separates fans 
from non-fans. At the level of consumers, the textual production consists of talk, while 
petty producers are involved in textual and material production for the market. Most 

                                                
46 Dr34ming, Review of In Blood Only on Fanfiction.net, published 26/02/2012, 
accessed 16/06/2012, <http://www.fanfiction.net/r/2027554/0/2>. 
47 Nicholas Abercrombie and Brian Longhurst, Audiences: A Sociological Theory of 
Performance and Imagination, (London: SAGE Publications, 1998), p. 121. 
48 Abercrombie and Longhurst, p. 121. 
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work on fanfiction engages with what Abercrombie and Longhurst would refer to as 
‘cultists’, where the production of texts has become a central aspect of fan activity.49 
What these definitions have in common with each other, and with the majority of work 
on fans and fanfiction, is that the engagement of the fan with the source text is measured 
and defined by the fan’s production, with the implicit suggestion that those who do not 
produce are therefore not engaging at the same depth as those who are. 

This leads to my second divergence from the media studies approach to fandom, 
in that I position reading, both of the source text and of the fanfiction text, as a critical 
interpretive act. The tendency to view fans as audiences has meant that reading, and the 
work of literary theory on reading and interpretation, has not been extensively deployed 
to explore the reception of fanfiction as a text. While the activities of fans who create 
fan works, including fanfiction, have been comprehensively addressed in media studies, 
those fans who engage in fandom but consume rather than create have been less 
thoroughly accounted for. Literary theory, which is naturally concerned with questions 
of reading and interpretation, therefore provides appropriate methodologies through 
which to explore fanfiction as criticism. The deployment of the hypothetical reader and 
the close focus on textual analysis in this thesis are both outcomes of this 
methodological approach, as is the focus on literary texts (including fanfiction) as 
polysemous. 

Both the fan text and the source text are open to multiple readings and 
interpretations, and theorists other than Barthes have explored the reading process in 
ways that privilege a text’s openness to multiple interpretations or readings in ways 
which are useful to this argument. Analysing the plurality of meanings available in any 
text, Umberto Eco for example suggests that there are three ‘readerly’ responses to a 
text’s ideology – consensual, aberrant and critical.50 A popular understanding of fan 
writing and its connection to the source text would class fan writers’ readings as 
aberrant readings: these are readings that differ from those envisaged by the sender, the 
authors or creator(s) of the source text. The very existence of fanfiction and the way it 
changes or plays with the source text is evidence of fan writers’ aberrant readings, and 
research has suggested that even for readers who do not participate in fandom, aberrant 

                                                
49 Abercrombie and Longhurst, p. 149. 
50 Peter Hunt, Understanding Children's Literature, (London; New York: Routledge, 
2005), p. 43. For similar ideas see Stuart Hall’s concept of dominant (preferred), 
negotiated and globally contrary positions, Stuart Hall, “Encoding/decoding,” Culture, 
Media, Language: Working Papers in Cultural Studies, 1972-79, Eds. Stuart Hall, 
Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe and Paul Willis, (London: Routledge, 1980) and 
Stanley Fish’s ‘interpretive communities,’ which are ‘made up of those who share 
interpretive strategies’ for constituting the properties of texts. Stanley Fish, 
“Interpreting the Variorum,” Contemporary Literary Criticism: Literary and Cultural 
Studies, 4th ed, Eds. Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer, (New York: Longman, 
1998), p. 195.  
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readings are the most common approach to a text.51 Through writing fanfiction, the 
aberrant readings of individual readers are made available for others to read and thus 
fanfiction readers may engage with a multiplicity of ‘readings’ of the source text, all of 
which differ from those envisaged by the source text’s creator. These aberrant readings 
frequently imagine ideology differently from the source text and the creator’s intention 
(as far as such intentions can be surmised) and thus invite the fan reader to engage 
critically with the source text on an ideological level, thus suggesting that fanfiction 
functions as an alternative critical modality for the reader, in a similar way to traditional 
literary criticism. 

Arguing that reading fanfiction could be conceived of as a critical practice 
challenges traditional conceptions of fan engagement with texts. Fans and fan reading 
practices, and fanfiction writers and readers specifically, have often been singled out for 
their ‘inappropriate’ relationship with or emotional investment in the object of fandom. 
Popular cultural, as well as some scholarly, representations of fans may simultaneously 
portray them as lacking critical distance from their fan object (‘brainless consumers 
who will buy anything associated with [it]’ and are ‘unable to separate fantasy from 
reality’52) while also being too critical, but only of ‘worthless knowledge’ such as 
continuity errors and inconsistent characterisation.53  ‘Fans, for better or for worse,’ 
write Gray, Sandvoss and Harrington, ‘tend to engage with these texts not in a rationally 
detached but in an emotionally involved and invested way.’54 While the binarisation of 
rational detachment and emotional involvement in Gray et al.’s understanding of fan 
engagement with texts does not privilege one mode over the other, its emphasis on fans’ 
emotional investments conceals the numerous ways in which many fans engage 
critically and analytically (or rationally) with their chosen texts. By demonstrating some 
of the many possible critical or analytical intertextual relationships between the 
fanfiction text and the source text, this study argues that people reading fanfiction (and 
possibly writing it, although this is not the question under discussion here) engage in a 
critical dialogue with the source text through the medium of fanfiction.  

This is not to discount the affective dimension of fan processes: fanfiction 
honours rather than discredits the affective bonds of fans with the source text and 
therefore has more relevance to these readers than academic criticism, which, as in the 
arguments outlined above, has often tended to dismiss the emotional content of fandom. 
If fanfiction functions here as an alternative critical modality, it is one that is much 
more broadly accessible than academic criticism, which by its exclusive nature is 

                                                
51 See Charles Sarland, Young People Reading: Culture and Response, (Milton Keynes: 
Open University Press, 1991); Linda K. Christian-Smith, ed, Texts of Desire: Essays on 
Fiction, Femininity and Schooling, (London: Falmer Press, 1993). 
52 Jenkins, p. 10. 
53 Jenkins, p. 10. 
54 Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington, “Introduction: Why Study 
Fans?,” Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, Eds. Jonathan Gray, 
Cornel Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington, (New York: New York University Press, 
2007), p. 10. 
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usually available only to people with an academic background in the discipline, access 
to university libraries or both. When Sheenagh Pugh titled her book on fanfiction The 
Democratic Genre, she was referring to the way readers of a source text may become 
empowered ‘co-creators’ as they begin to write fanfiction.55 Similarly, I suggest that 
fanfiction readers may become empowered as critical readers through the experience of 
reading the difference between the source text and the fanfiction.  

Thomas McLaughlin’s Street Smarts and Critical Theory, published in 1996, 
explores a similar paradigm, which he refers to as ‘vernacular theory’ – theory that is 
produced by people outside academic institutions using ordinary language.56 
McLaughlin’s argument is built on the premise that the role of the critical theorist is to 
attempt to step outside ideology and hegemony and uncover ‘the cultural assumptions 
that dominate society’.57 This is also one of the roles of literary criticism and critics. 
This same process is unselfconsciously performed, he argues, by people outside 
academia, as they raise questions about dominant cultural assumptions (ideology) in the 
variety of writings, such as zines and newsletters, that he studies, as well as in everyday 
conversation.58 Fandom’s critical meta-text would certainly constitute an example of 
McLaughlin’s vernacular theory as it is explicitly questioning of the source text, and 
written in ordinary language, albeit a locally (i.e. fandom) specific one.59 Fanfiction, 
however, is not explicitly or necessarily critical, except that by existing it suggests that 
the source text is neither complete nor whole. Fanfiction does, however, draw the 
reader’s attention to the assumptions of the source text, cultural and literary. Fanfiction 
is also part of an ongoing conversation between fan writers, fan readers, the source text 
and fanon. Thus, while McLaughlin’s book focuses on the critical activity of writers (or 
speakers), I suggest that, in the case of fanfiction, readers also perform critical theory 
‘work’ by reading the difference between the fanfiction and the source text and coming 
to their own critical conclusions. 

While writing is more easily conceived of as production than reading, and is 
therefore more readily understood as a means of undertaking criticism or analysis, 
reader response theory offers a conception of productive reading that is applicable here. 
Reader response criticism tends to emphasise ‘reading or interpretation as an activity, as 
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an ongoing performative, rather than as a static or contained event.’60 Wolfgang Iser, for 
example, describes any text as necessarily containing blanks and gaps which it is up to 
the reader to fill in thus resolving the ambiguity of the text. These gaps can occur 
between sentences and between actions which, according to Iser, ‘indicate that the 
different segments of the text are to be connected, even though the text itself does not 
say so.’61 This reader-oriented theory demonstrates a form of textual production on the 
reader’s part. Fanfiction readers could be argued as reading these ‘gaps’, reading the 
difference between the source and fanfic texts, and producing from this reading a form 
of criticism and analysis.    

In this formulation of fanfiction as an alternative critical modality, the ‘world’ of 
the text, rather than the ‘real’ world, is the source of those ideological and textual gaps 
which fanfiction then addresses. This understanding of the roles of both criticism and 
text can be linked to Alan Sinfield’s conception of the ‘faultline’ text, which is applied 
to ‘real world’ ideological gaps. 

 
First, the texts we call ‘literary’ characteristically address contested aspects of 
our cultural formation. When a part of our worldview threatens disruption by 
manifestly failing to cohere with the rest, then we reorganize and retell its story, 
trying to get it into shape—back into the old shape if we are conservative-
minded, or into a new shape if we are more adventurous. These I call ‘faultline’ 
stories. They address the awkward, unresolved issues; they require most 
assiduous and continuous reworking; they hinge upon a fundamental, unresolved 
ideological complication that finds its way, willy-nilly, into texts. Through 
diverse literary genres and institutions, people write about faultlines, in order to 
address aspects of their life that they find hard to handle.’62 

 
Fanfics, therefore, are faultline stories, although they are addressed not to aspects of life 
that people find hard to handle, but rather to aspects of the text. In the same way that 
Othello addresses the ‘awkward, unresolved issue’ of race in Elizabethan England, so a 
Potter fanfic may address these same unresolved issues of race – or of gender, or 
sexuality – in Potter. 

This is not necessarily true of all fanfiction, and with regard to that fanfiction of 
which it is true, Sinfield’s recognition of both conservative and progressive 
(adventurous) responses to such faultlines is also relevant. In this thesis I focus on 
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fanfiction that intervenes in the faultlines of the Potter source text in what Sinfield 
would refer to as progressive or ‘dissident’ ways – those that disrupt the dominant 
ideology, both in the source text, and often in contemporary society.63 A similar critical 
modality is also present in the work of Catherine Belsey, who explores the ways that 
ideologies are transmitted through literature. Belsey’s critical work discovers and makes 
visible a text’s ideological omissions, inconsistencies, and the multiplicity and diversity 
of possible meanings to be made, arguing that, in doing so, the critic will find the limits 
of ideological representation, the point where ideas that are ‘common sense’ or ‘normal’ 
become visible as ideological.64 Fanfiction also addresses such ideological ‘gaps’, and 
in the process may make them visible, revealing the functioning and assumptions of 
dominant ideology in the source text, while also making such ideology ‘strange’.  

Ideology is a complex concept and my usage of the term requires clarification. 
The understanding of ideology I am using in my analysis draws primarily from cultural 
studies and the work done by Raymond Williams, Dick Hebdige, Louis Althusser and 
Antonio Gramsci. These theorists argue that ideology is not a brute force imposed from 
above by the powerful to oppress those without access to power. Rather, ideology 
operates invisibly through social and cultural institutions that inform social codes, 
conventions and norms.65 Thus, Williams writes of ideology ‘deeply saturating the 
consciousness of a society.’66 Hebdige likewise argues that ideology exists and is most 
effective beneath consciousness, at the level of normal common sense.67 Althusser, on 
the other hand, emphasises the roles that institutions play in disseminating and 
perpetuating ideology in ways that are barely visible and thus rarely critiqued. 

Gramsci’s notion of hegemony is particularly useful here. Althusser’s 
conception of ideology as embedded within institutions leads him to conceive of it as 
almost totalitarian, whereas Gramsci’s notion of hegemony allows space for resistance. 
Hegemony, rather than relying on brute force, refers instead to  

 
‘a social ascendency achieved in a play of social forces that extends beyond 
contests of brute power into the organization of private life and cultural 
processes. Ascendency of one group of men over another achieved at the point 
of a gun, or by threat of unemployment, is not hegemony. Ascendancy which is 
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embedded in religious doctrine and practice, mass media content, wage 
structures, the design of housing, welfare/taxation policies and so forth, is.’68 

 
By suggesting that ideology acts in this diffuse way, Gramsci highlights how power and 
dominance (of the State and other institutions) are predicated not on coercive power but 
on consensus, education and common sense.69 While this thesis is concerned with 
institutions in Potter and therefore draws on Althusser’s conception of ideology, the 
fanfiction itself suggests that such ideologies are not monolithic. As Williams writes, 
‘hegemony supposes the existence of something which is truly total … which is lived at 
such depth, which saturates the society to such an extent, and which, as Gramsci put it, 
even constitutes the substance and limit of common sense for most people under its 
sway,’ although he also notes that there are opportunities for resistance.70  Concealed in 
these ways, ideology acts invisibly, constantly reproduced through institutions such as 
education, the family and the state. It is such reproduction of dominant ideology that the 
fanfiction under investigation in this thesis disrupts, thus functioning as a form of 
criticism. 

There has certainly been a move in fan studies towards explicitly linking 
fanfiction and textual criticism, rather than leaving fanfiction’s status as criticism 
implied. Jenkins, in Textual Poachers (1992), provided evidence for, but did not 
theorise on, fanfiction as a ‘mode of textual commentary’71, while fourteen years later, 
Ika Willis’s chapter ‘Keeping Promises to Queer Children: Making Space (for Mary 
Sue) at Hogwarts’, explicitly outlines political and ideological critique of the source text 
that fanfiction can offer. Willis explores how her own fanfiction was written to 
‘reorient’ the Potter source text by ‘opening the fictional world to a set of demands 
determined by the individual reader and her knowledge of the (fictional and 
nonfictional) world(s).’72 Willis argues that fanfiction can function both as an erotic 
practice and a  

 
politically loaded practice of recontextualisation that reorients the text in order 
to demonstrate that it bears the trace of a desiring structure not wholly congruent 
with the most literal (which is to say, the most ideologically obedient) reading.73  

 
Although Willis does not go so far as to refer to fanfiction as literary criticism, this 
concept has been proposed in the fantext. The earliest text I have found explicitly 

                                                
68 R.W. Connell, Gender and Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987), p. 184. 
69 James M. Decker, Ideology, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 56. 
70 Raymond Williams, “Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory,” in Media 
and Cultural Studies: Keyworks, Eds. Meenakshi Gigi Durham Douglas Kellner, 
(Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2009), pp. 134-135. 
71 Jenkins p, 202. 
72 Willis, p. 155. 
73 Willis, p. 156. 
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arguing that fanfiction is literary criticism is tycho garen’s 2010 essay ‘Fan Fiction is 
Literary Criticism’.74  tycho writes that  
 

[f]an fiction is a form of literary criticism. Sure it's casual, sure it's written in the 
form of a story, but the fan fictioner and the critic both write from the same core 
interest in interpreting texts and using varying readings of texts to create larger 
understandings of our world. 

 
The Literary Omnivore in early 2011 also argued in a blog post that ‘[f]anfiction is, at 
its best, … literary criticism.’75 The Literary Omnivore’s understanding of the way 
fanfiction functions as literary criticism is that it may both add to and ‘correct’ the 
source text. In this essay, The Literary Omnivore explicitly signals political and 
ideological criticism as one of the key functions of fanfiction as criticism, citing, for 
example, a particular Star Trek  fanfic that ‘explores race and privilege in the Academy 
in a simple conversation between two Indian cadets.’76 There was also a panel at 
Readercon 2010 called ‘Fanfic as Criticism (Only More Fun)’ which tangentially 
addresses the literary aspect.77 

I have chosen to refer to fanfiction as an ‘alternative critical modality’ rather 
than argue that it is literary criticism (as the above fan critics do). This decision emerges 
from two key considerations. The first, is that the ‘quality’ of fanfiction, while 
recognising that such value is subjective and ideologically informed, is highly variable. 
Fanfiction is not yet recognised consistently as ‘literature’ and, having read thousands 
of fanfics in a multitude of fandoms and genres, I have observed that fanfiction, lacking 
gatekeepers, can be so poorly written as to be indecipherable, or so tenuously connected 
to the source text as to not have anything of value to say about it.78 Under these 
conditions it seems disingenuous then to argue that fanfiction in general is a form of 
literary criticism if I were unable offer evidence of this being true of all fanfiction, all of 
the time. My second consideration in the use of the phrase ‘alternative critical modality’ 
to describe fanfiction is that I believe to describe fanfiction as literary criticism relies on 
an unrealistically simplified definition of literary criticism and what it does. Although, 
as my phrase suggests, reading fanfiction does encourage critical engagement with the 
source text in a fashion similar to literary criticism, the latter offers a vastly different 

                                                
74 tycho garen, “Fan Fiction is Literary Criticism,” tychoish, 6 July 2010, accessed 
October 2011, <http://tychoish.com/rhizome/fan-fiction-is-criticism/>. 
75 The Literary Omnivore, “Fanfiction is Literary Criticism.” The Literary Omnivore. 
Wordpress, 30 January 2011, accessed October 2011. 
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More Fun),” kate_nepveu, Livejournal.com, 13 July 2010, accessed October 2011, 
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reading experience, one in which arguments are explicit, rather than implied, and in 
which the evidence of previous influences is made visible through referencing 
conventions. Readers of both fanfiction and traditional literary criticism, I argue, are 
encouraged to reconsider texts in similar ways, but they are not reading the same thing. 

This thesis, then, is part of both an academic- and fan-driven move towards 
making explicit the ways in which fanfiction functions as a modality alternative to 
academic literary criticism. It is, as far as I am aware, the first extended treatment of this 
topic, and relies on close textual analysis of a group of novel-length Potter fanfics.79 
The fanfiction, context and the themes which emerge from it are explained in the 
following section. 

Severitus Fanfiction 
'My dear son,' begins the letter from James Potter which is magically delivered 

to Harry Potter at the beginning of Gateway Girl's fanfic, Blood Magic. In a letter from 
the man we know to be Harry’s father, such an opening does not appear exceptional. 
However, the contents of the letter soon upset the reader’s assumptions. It continues: 

 
'First, let me tell you that I love you very much. I hope this is 

unnecessary sentimentality, and that I lived long enough for you to know that, 
heart and soul … Second (and the reason this letter is necessary), I am not your 
biological father … Your biological father is a friend of ours and an ex-lover of 
Lily's -- don't worry, it wasn't an affair, you were quite intentional -- named 
Severus Snape.'80 
 

Harry is shocked by the revelation that his biological father is not James Potter, but 
rather his most hated professor: 'Severus Snape? Professor Snape? But I don't look 
anything like him! And everyone says I'm just like James.'81 The revelation of Harry's 
biological paternity initiates a narrative which revolves around the repercussions of this 
discovery for Harry and for his relationship with his newly discovered biological father, 
Severus Snape. Blood Magic is thus a story about family, the way family is defined and 

                                                
79 Brittany A. Meng, “The Enduring Austen Heroine: Self-Awareness and Moral 
Maturity in Jane Austen's ‘Emma’ and in Modern Austen Fan-Fiction,” PhD. Diss., 
Liberty University, 2010 engages in something similar, although rather than fanfiction, 
she analyses published fanfiction (which falls outside my, and many others’ definition 
of fanfiction) and the movie Clueless. The textual analysis of fanfiction is only one 
chapter of the dissertation. Anne M. Kustritz, “Productive (Cyber) Public Space: Slash 
Fan Fiction's Multiple Imaginary,” PhD. Diss., University of Michigan, 2007 also 
engages in some textual analysis of fanfiction, and links its findings to the production of 
multiple narrative space. 
80 GatewayGirl, “Blood Magic,” Fiction Alley, First published 13 June 2003, completed 
20 September 2004. Accessed 13 September 2003. 
<http://www.fictionalley.org/authors/gatewaygirl/BM.html/>, Ch 1-2. 
81 Blood Magic, Ch 1-2. 
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how a family is formed. Its narrative originates in Harry’s hidden paternity, but also 
addresses other family issues such as adoption and the need for an heir.  

Blood Magic is an example of a Harry Potter fandom genre referred to as 
'Severitus'. The term ‘Severitus’ originally referred to a specific challenge set by the fan 
writer Severitus, after whom it is now named. A ‘challenge’ is a fan tradition in which 
one fan posts the conditions for a story that he or she would like to see written in a 
public place, perhaps a forum, message board or livejournal community, encouraging 
other fans to respond with their own fanworks.82 Challenges play an important role in 
fandom, and are both a source of inspiration and encourage a feeling of community. 
From a critical perspective, the repetition of elements in challenge response fanfiction 
also contributes towards forming a tightly knit fantext.83 Due to the necessary 
uniformity of challenge response fanfics there are strong intertextual relationships 
between them, and their similarities and differences become magnified. Challenge 
response fanfiction therefore offers the opportunity to explore problematic elements of 
the source text, including accepted ideological norms, in great detail.  

The Severitus challenge came about because Severitus, the fan writer, was 
writing her own fanfic based on the concept of Severus Snape being revealed to be 
Harry Potter’s biological father, and wanted to read more of the same.  The original 
Severitus challenge required not only that Severus Snape be Harry Potter’s biological 
father, but that other conditions also be met. Below are the key criteria of the original 
challenge: 

 
1. Severus Snape must be revealed to be Harry's father … 
2. Remus Lupin must have returned to Hogwarts for some reason or   
another … 
3. Harry must undergo some progressive physical change starting on his 
birthday. No *tada!* and suddenly he looks like Snape, at first anyway. 
4. The story must be based mostly around Harry and Snape.84 

 
 The meaning of the term ‘Severitus’ has since expanded and is often used to refer to 
any fanfic in which Severus Snape is Harry’s biological father, whether it meets all the 
criteria of the original challenge or not.85 The original challenge, however, predicts the 

                                                
82 Large fan events such as the Yuletide exchange are built around such challenges. A 
challenge may include a pairing or character preference, situation(s) or context to be 
addressed and sometimes a stylistic element. The Severitus challenge includes all of 
these. 
83 Anne Kustritz, “Slashing the Romance Narrative,” The Journal of American Culture 
26:3 (2003), p. 383. 
84 Severitus, “Severitus’ Challenge,” Severitus.net, 2001, accessed 2008, 
<http://www.severitus.net/thechallenge.htm/>. 
85 The term ‘Sevitus’ has also been coined to describe those fics in which Snape is 
Harry’s biological father but which were not written in response to the original 
Severitus challenge. One of the fanfics which I analyse in this thesis, Mine, would fall 
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key themes of this thesis: family (item 1), masculinity (item 4), and the body (item 3).86 
The body of the thesis is constructed around analysis of first the source text and 
academic work on each of these themes, followed by close readings of five Severitus 
fanfics which offer critical interventions into the source text.87 

I have already introduced the Severitus fanfic Blood Magic by Gateway Girl. 
The other fanfics which will be under investigation in this thesis are: In Blood Only by 
E.M. Snape; the Part series by E.M. Pink, consisting of Part the First, Part the Second 
and the incomplete Part the Third; Mine and its sequel Snape’s Vocation by Gillian 
Middleton; and Skin Deep by Vingilot. All but Part the Third are completed and all but 
Mine are multi-chaptered, novel-length fanfics. In each of these fanfics, Severus Snape 
is revealed early on to be Harry’s biological father, and the bulk of the fanfic is spent 
exploring the conflicts that this discovery engenders. My rationale for this choice of 
fanfics is based on my conviction that fanfics which explore the same trope (or respond 
to the same challenge) serve to highlight areas of the text which fans perceive as 
faultlines. Further, I am familiar with this particular trope; Severitus is one of my 
favourite genres within Potter fandom and I thus have a strong sense of the variety and 
the patterns within the genre, and upon reading them for pleasure was intrigued by the 
depth of critical engagement I observed in these fanfics. These five fanfics also 
demonstrate some of the variety of writing styles and approaches to be found within 
fanfiction more generally, and thus the variety of forms that fanfiction as a critical 
modality can take. 

In analysing these Severitus fanfics, an understanding of their specific fan 
context, including the fantext, is essential. In the case of Severitus fanfiction, the fan 
context consists of the challenge itself, the timing of the challenge and the links between 
this and the characterisations and information that are used in Severitus fanfiction. 
Severitus’s original challenge was made in 2001, the year following the publication of 
the fourth book in the Harry Potter series, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, but 
before the release of the fifth book. Most Severitus fics, however, were written and set 

                                                                                                                                          
into this category as, although Severus is Harry’s father, Harry does not experience 
gradual physical change, and the fanfic is set while Harry is still a young child, before 
he begins his education at Hogwarts. For the purpose of this thesis, however, I will refer 
to all fanfics in which Severus is Harry’s father as ‘Severitus’ fanfiction.  
86 Item 2, the return of Remus Lupin, does not bear directly on my discussion of 
Severitus fanfiction, but I have included it to provide context for the fanfics themselves. 
87 Severitus fanfiction is also an example of the Alternate Universe (AU) fanfiction 
genre. An AU is a fanfic that changes some part of canon – perhaps the setting, the 
period, or a key event – and then reimagines the canon with that change incorporated. 
For example, an author might write a fanfic in which the characters exist in a world 
without magic, one using the same characters but in Roman times or one in which Harry 
is sorted into Slytherin in his first year. The latter type of AU, also called ‘Alternate 
History’, is what Severitus fanfiction corresponds most closely with – a key event of the 
past is changed from the source text, and the fanfic is used to explore the differences 
that eventuate. It should be noted, however, that since the majority of Severitus, written 
as they were before the release of Half-blood Prince and Harry’s sixteenth birthday, 
were not rendered alternate until the events of that book proved them to be. 
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after the events of the fifth book, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, which was 
released in 2003. There are a number of possible reasons for this proliferation of 
Severitus fanfics two years after the original challenge. In Order of the Phoenix, Harry 
and Severus are forced to spend time together so that Severus can train Harry to protect 
his mind from invasion by Voldemort. During these lessons, Harry must let Severus 
invade his mind and see his worst memories. The already antagonistic relationship 
between the two increases because of Severus’s brutal teaching methods and Harry’s 
accidental invasion of Severus’s mind, during which he sees part of Snape's difficult 
childhood. The lessons are finally ended by Severus when Harry deliberately invades 
Severus’s privacy by looking into the latter’s stored memories in a Pensieve88 in the 
chapter ‘Snape’s Worst Memory.’ 

The memory which Harry sees in the pensieve shows his father James Potter and 
his friends, including Harry’s godfather Sirius Black, bullying Severus during their 
school days. Harry also sees his mother defend Severus, only to be called a ‘Mudblood’ 
by the humiliated Severus. Harry had at first been thrilled to see a memory of his father, 
about whom he has heard so much and whom he resembles so closely. His horror at his 
father’s behaviour makes it seem as if he is losing his father again and he repudiates 
him, including to his father’s friends Sirius and Remus. Harry realises that, in his old 
life with the Dursleys, he was much more like Snape, and wonders whether his father 
would have bullied him for having oversized, hand-me-down clothes from his cousin, 
no money, and an unhappy home life. The memories Harry views reveal new and 
interesting elements of those characters of the previous generation, and also create 
emotional touchstones for Harry and Severus’s relationship with each other. 

In addition to this important character development, Order of the Phoenix also 
sees the death of Harry’s godfather, Sirius Black. This leaves Harry without any type of 
father-figure and with even fewer connections to his biological parents, in particular his 
father. The complexity of Severus and Harry's relationship is also increased because 
Harry holds Severus partially responsible for Sirius’s death – he believes that Severus 
did not get help quickly enough because he hated Sirius, although he also acknowledges 
that if he had learned from Severus to protect his mind he would not have fallen for 
Voldemort’s trap. These events in Order of the Phoenix thus create the ideal narrative, 
emotional and character conditions for writing a conflict-ridden story in which Harry 
discovers that Severus is actually his biological father.  

As well as being a variation of the familiar trope of discovering one’s biological 
parent(s), Severitus fanfiction also functions as a genre of Harry Potter fanfiction. 
Throughout this thesis I use ‘trope’ to refer to this Severitus version of the familiar 
narrative or plot in which a character discovers his biological father, while I use ‘genre’ 

                                                
88 A Pensieve is a magical artefact resembling a birdbath which stores memories so that 
they can be viewed by others or from a different point of view. At this point in the 
series Harry has already used Dumbledore’s pensieve, so is aware of its function and 
that it holds memories that Snape does not want him to see. 
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to refer to the collection of all the individual fanfics that satisfy this trope. As I suggest 
above, the development and repetition of certain tropes reflect elements of Harry Potter 
that fans perceive as unfulfilling or problematic – the faultlines of the source text. The 
popularity of certain tropes reflects a consensus at some level or in some part of fandom 
as to where these faultlines exist, as well as reflecting the complexities and 
contradictions inherent in the ideologies represented. 

This, as Mary Poovey suggests, works to reveal ‘the other face of ideology – the 
extent to which what may look coherent and complete in retrospect was actually 
fissured by competing emphases and interests.’89 Poovey likens this mode of criticism, 
used in her book Uneven Developments, to a ‘fabric’,90 a weaving together of 
relationships between and among texts, contexts and ideology. This is a metaphor which 
I adopt in my analysis of this material. Belsey also describes this type of critical 
practice: ‘The object of the critic, then, is to seek not the unity of the work, but the 
multiplicity and diversity of its possible meanings, its incompleteness, the omissions 
which it displays but cannot describe, and above all its contradictions.’91 These absences 
and contradictions are sites where the reader can produce new meaning and explore the 
limits of ideological representation.92 The (re)created institutions of the magical world 
in fanfiction highlight the source text’s gaps and contradictions, and where the potential 
multiplicity of meanings has been foreclosed. In doing so, ideologies regarding the 
family, masculinity and the body in Harry Potter are made visible.  

The body of this thesis is structured into three sections, each of which addresses 
one of the three key themes of family, masculinity and the body which emerge from the 
focussed intertextual relationship between the five Severitus fanfics that I analyse and 
the Potter source text. Each section in turn is structured so that the first chapter offers a 
contextualisation of and introduction to how each theme is represented in the source 
text, as well as providing the theoretical basis for the close analysis of the fanfics which 
occurs in the remaining chapter(s) of the section. The threads of ideology and the role of 
institutions connect these themes, as do my larger theoretical and ideological concerns 
with gender and sexuality. The section on the family, for example, tackles the ubiquity 
of the heteronormative family in the source text by comparing it to the variety of family 
forms present in Severitus fanfiction, while the chapters on masculinity build on these 
observations to address patriarchy within the family and the magical world, and to 
explore the effects of heteronormativity on the construction of masculinity in the source 
text at points where Severitus fanfiction reimagines these institutional conditions. 
Further, my exploration of the representation of the body suggests how these fanfics 
make visible the ideological assumptions regarding the body in the source text, all the 
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while drawing on the queer and feminist theory which also informs my discussion of 
masculinity. 

The representations of institutions and ideologies in fanfiction based on Harry 
Potter serve to make visible the ideological assumptions of the source text by 
highlighting its gaps, inconsistencies and unrealised multiplicities. The ‘consensual’ 
reader of Harry Potter, coming to the end of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows and 
caught up in the excitement and emotions of the final battle at Hogwarts, in victory and 
death and sadness, might find the Epilogue, which describes Harry and Ginny married 
with three children and the magical world at peace, a welcome conclusion. That reader, 
in congruence with the books’ values and ideologies utters, in Althusser’s words, 
‘That’s obvious! That’s right! That’s true!’93 The fanfiction I am studying forces us to 
undo these moments of ideological accord, to reconsider our cries of ‘That’s obvious!’ 
and to question that which had seemed so natural, so right, so true as to seem beyond 
question. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
93 Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, Trans. Ben Brewster, 
(London: New Left Books, 1971) quoted in Belsey, p. 389. 



 27 

Section I – The Family
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Chapter One: Creating the Family in Potter 
I have outlined in the introduction to this thesis the ways in which fanfiction 

may perform as an alternative critical modality to literary criticism, a modality which 
provides analysis, insight and critique of a (source) text and the ideologies propagated 
within it, but in fictional and ‘amateur’ form. In this first section I will begin testing this 
idea in relation to the dialogue that has formed between Potter and Potter Severitus 
fanfiction around the institution of the family. The focus in Severitus fanfiction on the 
role of family in the magical world and on family feeling and relationships makes it an 
ideal lens through which to view the critical intervention of fan writers into the 
representation of the family in the source text.    

I have chosen to divide my consideration of family ideology in Potter/Severitus 
into two chapters. This first chapter provides introductory material on Harry Potter and 
the family by introducing the key concepts and points of reference I will be using 
throughout my analysis. I contextualise Severitus fanfiction in relation to the source text 
by offering an overview of both the importance of family in the narrative logic of the 
Potter books and some of the key ideological faultlines which emerge. This is followed 
by an analysis of Potter that draws on scholarly work on the family in literature, 
especially children’s and fantasy literature. This introductory material provides the 
scaffolding upon which my analysis of the relationship between Severitus fanfiction and 
Potter in the following chapter is built. In the following chapter, I demonstrate through 
close textual analysis of five ‘epic’ (novel length) Severitus fanfics how those 
ideological faultlines identified in the first chapter, especially surrounding the definition 
and ‘naturalness’ of the family, are revealed and disrupted in Severitus fanfiction, thus 
demonstrating the potential of fanfiction as an alternative critical modality. 

Defining the Family 
Before exploring the family as it is represented in Potter and in Severitus 

fanfiction, it is necessary to outline the way I will be using ‘family’ in this chapter. 
Most of us spend the most of our lives in families. Families, both real and imagined, 
also surround us in the form of extended families, neighbours and friends, in the books 
we read, the films and television shows we watch and the advertisements we see. For all 
this saturation, the definition of ‘family’ is still highly contested, as is its role in society, 
as contemporary debates around same-sex marriage demonstrate.  

Yet defining the family has important implications, as it works by exclusion.94 
Families that do not fit a normative definition are not recognised as families by the state 
or, potentially, by much of society. To live in a recognised family affords one certain 
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privileges, such as having one’s lifestyle and choices validated and socially supported.95 
On the other hand, those whose living arrangements or intimate relationships do not 
conform to the normative family must live in an ambiguous and contested space, and 
risk being labelled ‘deviant.’96  

The types of families considered normative are determined by ideology, and are 
culturally and historically specific. At any given time and place the family is propagated 
through other culturally and historically specific ideological institutions, such as the 
state, religion, education, and literature. In our current social context the dominant 
family formation, that which is most supported by, and in turn supports, the state and 
other institutions, is the heterosexual nuclear family. This heterosexual nuclear family is 
commonly defined as a married opposite-sex couple and their biological children, a 
private sphere for biological and social reproduction and emotional work.97 This form of 
the family has been naturalised and functions as an ideal, so that even those families 
that do not or cannot ‘fit’ are encouraged, by politicians, the media and cultural texts 
and institutions, to conform to its values, and may be punished or excluded for not 
doing so.98 In this chapter, I use the term ‘normative family’ to describe this 
ideologically dominant form of the family which is idealised and supported above all 
others by powerful institutions . The word ‘family’ I employ more broadly to include in 
the field of my analysis the family as a social and ideological institution, as well as 
concepts of kinship, the extended family, household structures and romantic 
partnerships.99 

As the above definition suggests, family or ideas about family powerfully 
influence our private lives and personal choices. This may include whether or whom we 
marry, whether or how we have and raise children, and in what kind of household 
configuration we do so. The concept of family, however, also expands outwards beyond 
the private sphere and to society as a whole. In her work on pedigree in nineteenth-
century British literature Sophie Gilmartin writes that:  

                                                
95 Jon Bernades, “We Must Not Define the ‘Family’!” Marriage and Family Review 28 
(1999), pp. 3-4 cited in David Cheal, Families in Today’s World: A Comparative 
Approach, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008), p. 1. ‘Social support’ in this context may 
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Black Death to the Industrial Age, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); Pierre 
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[a]n exploration of the connections between pedigree and narrative, and of 
pedigree within narrative, necessarily resembles a ‘fabric’ or web of relations 
rather than a ‘line of narration’. This is because pedigree, like the relations it 
describes, is expandable into the further series … of tribe/region, race, and 
nation.100  
 

Gilmartin’s ‘expanding series’ of pedigree (family), tribe/region, race, and nation 
reveals the importance of the family as part of the identity formation of an individual as 
well as a collective; of nation and race and therefore of culture and society. Family 
ideology indicates who belongs and who is excluded at a personal level and also at the 
level of nation or culture.  

Family in the Narrative Logic of Harry Potter 
The themes of personal and cultural belonging and their relation to family 

ideology are relevant to the Harry Potter series, and an understanding of the narrative 
logic of the family in Potter’s fictional magical world is essential in locating and 
recognising the value of the critical intervention offered by Severitus fanfiction. The 
central organising principle of belonging in the magical world is the ability to do magic. 
There are, however, other conditions which limit the degree to which people, both 
human and non-human, may belong to the magical world, despite their magical ability. 
Due to the International Statute of Wizarding Secrecy101 ‘Muggles’ or non-magical 
people are rarely alerted to its existence, and wizards and witches born in to magical 
society are largely ignorant of non-magical culture. As the existence of the Statute of 
Secrecy suggests, one of those conditions is ancestry, those witches and wizards who 
have magical ancestors possessing a greater degree of belonging to magical society than 
those who have not been raised in its traditions and practices due to the separation 
between magical and non-magical societies. In Potter, therefore, belonging is 
determined not only by magical ability, but by family, or birth, as well. This produces a 
mixed community with varied levels of cultural belonging and complex social 
hierarchies.102  

The primary social hierarchy in the magical world is that among magical 
humans, who have the most magical and institutional power. This hierarchy is based on 
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 21. 
101 In Rowling’s world, the International Statute of Wizarding Secrecy, first signed in 
1689, was put in place to protect the magical world, especially children and witches, 
from the growing persecution by non-magical people.  This corresponds historically 
with the beginning of the decline of the witch hunts in Europe, but predates the Salem 
Witch Trials by three years. 
102 Julia Eccleshare, Guide to the Harry Potter Novels, (London: Continuum 
International Publishing Group, 2002), p. 77. 
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levels of belonging determined chiefly by a person's family, or lack of it, in the magical 
world, although criteria such as wealth, occupation and political power may also 
influence one’s position. Those with magical ability who are born into magical families 
are more easily accepted than those who come from non-magical families, as evidenced 
in the text by the bigotry and misunderstanding faced by characters from non-magical 
backgrounds (Muggle-borns) as well as by the level of support from some quarters for 
Voldemort’s magical supremacist ideology. The long-standing separation of the British 
magical world from the non-magical world and the resultant divergent culture, 
effectively makes witches and wizards from non-magical families immigrants within 
their own country when at the age of eleven they enter the magical world by attending 
Hogwarts School for Witches and Wizards. The cultural differences that have 
developed up to this age compound the ‘absolute’ differences perceived by some 
witches and wizards to exist between those born into magical families and those from 
non-magical backgrounds.  

This is particularly relevant for Muggle-born witches and wizards who have 
strong connections to the non-magical world through their families. Despite the 
ideologies of tolerance and acceptance which are espoused by the protagonists in the 
Potter books, Muggle-borns such as Hermione are still shown not to ‘belong’ in the 
magical world to the same degree as people like the Weasleys, who, despite their low 
socio-economic status are an old pure-blood family and therefore raised in magical 
culture with familial and other connections within the magical world.  

These links between belonging and family in Potter are demonstrated through 
the characters’ notions of blood, in particular the idea of ‘blood status’. Those witches 
and wizards who seek to exclude those who have magical ability but are from non-
magical backgrounds describe their cause in terms of ‘blood purity’. Likewise, the 
social hierarchy of the magical world is predicated partially on the ‘level’ of blood 
‘purity’ a witch or wizard possesses. Hermione is referred to as a Mudblood a number 
of times while insults are levelled at Harry for his mother’s ‘dirty blood’. People who 
have non-human ancestors also exist and are frequently the objects of scorn or 
prejudice, as are those who are ‘polluted’ by things such as lycanthropy. Inheritance and 
blood are also important to the narrative in other ways. Voldemort gains some of his 
power and followers because he is descended from the powerful Hogwarts Founder 
Salazar Slytherin who is historically credited with trying to keep those from non-
magical backgrounds from attending Hogwarts, and therefore an early proponent of 
‘blood purity’ in the magical world.  

It is thus suggested in Potter that one’s biological ‘blood’ family has an 
important tole in making you who one is. Harry and Tom Riddle (Voldemort) were both 
orphans raised in similarly unloving environments, but Harry is the son of a respected 
pure-blood wizard and a beautiful Muggle-born mother who sacrificed herself to save 
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him. Tom Riddle, on the other hand, is the result of an enchanted union between an 
ugly, abused witch who is descended from Salazar Slytherin and an attractive but 
uncaring non-magical father who abandoned them both when Voldemort’s mother 
ceased the love spells that were binding him. The implication that can be drawn from 
the different trajectories each character takes is that the character of the parents was 
transferred to their offspring biologically – through blood.103 These are highlighted 
when Harry learns in Philosopher’s Stone that he is protected from Voldemort’s touch, 
by his mother’s loving sacrifice and her blood running through his veins. This 
protection is also the basis of the protective wards around Harry’s home with the 
Dursleys, which rely on Harry dwelling where his mother’s blood, in the form of her 
sister and nephew, also dwells. Despite the books’ apparent advocacy of the importance 
of individuals’ choices over family background, the above examples suggest otherwise, 
the significance of which I will explore further. 

Harry, the son of a Muggle-born witch and a pure-blood wizard, is therefore 
considered, within the magical world of the source text, to be a 'half-blood', a 
designation which indicates a mix of magical and non-magical ancestry. Other 
characters with similar ancestry are Harry's housemate Seamus Finnegan, his nemesis 
Tom Riddle (Voldemort) and the potions professor Severus Snape.104 Severus was 
raised in the non-magical world, but by his witch mother, and so was not completely 
outside magical society and culture while growing up, although his poverty and Muggle 
heritage made him an outsider in other ways. Harry and Tom Riddle, unlike Severus, 
were raised without a magical parent and were therefore ignorant of the magical world 
when they entered it. Not only that, but Harry's ancestry and magical ability were 
actively hidden from him by his mundane middle-class relatives.105 Harry discovers the 
truth about his parents and himself at age eleven, after he receives his invitation to 
Hogwarts and thus to the wider world of magic. He finds out that his parents did not die 
in a drunken car crash caused by his father, but, rather, were killed by the evil wizard 
Voldemort; that his father, far from being 'a no-account, good-for-nothing, lazy 

                                                
103 Dumbledore credits Harry’s mother’s love for Harry’s difference from Voldemort, 
although surely Merope, Tom Riddle’s mother, must have loved him, even briefly, in 
the short time before she died. 
104 Severus’s background is not revealed until the sixth book, Harry Potter and the Half-
Blood Prince, in which we learn that Severus is, in fact, the half-blood Prince of the 
title, Prince being his pure-blood mother’s family name. 
105 Voldemort/Tom Riddle, in contrast, was raised in a non-magical orphanage and 
discovered his powers by himself as a child. It is interesting to note that of the three, 
Harry is the only one with a pure-blood father, rather than mother. Given patriarchal 
naming patterns and inheritance within the magical world, Harry is likely guaranteed 
more acceptance than either Severus or Tom Riddle, simply because he has a 
recognised pure-blood name, and one, moreover, from a prestigious family. 
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scrounger,'106 comes from a respected and wealthy pure-blood magical family, and that 
he himself is considered a hero, although it is for something he cannot remember.  

In the context of the series' narrative, Harry's ignorance of the magical world 
allows the reader to learn about the magical world with him, often from his pure-blood 
friend Ron, who was raised in magical culture, or from his intelligent Muggle-born 
friend Hermione who shares, what she has learned about the magical world from books. 
Harry has no close family who could facilitate his initiation into the magical world; for 
the two years between his escape from prison and his death at the wand of Bellatrix 
Lestrange, Harry’s godfather, Sirius Black, fills this role as best he can, but he is on the 
run from the authorities, and therefore rarely present or involved.  

One occasion during which Harry and Sirius are able to spend time together is 
during Harry’s stay at Number 12 Grimmauld Place, the Black family house that Sirius 
has inherited and that is used as a secret meeting place for the Order of the Phoenix.107 
Those staying in the house, including Sirius, Harry, Hermione and the Weasleys, are 
tasked with cleaning it from both the results of years of neglect and the ‘dark’ and 
violent leanings of the Black family. During the cleaning, Harry comes across a tapestry 
depicting the Black family tree, which Sirius explains to him, giving him an insight also 
into the functioning of hierarchies within pure-blood families in the magical world. The 
Black family tree demonstrates that pure-blood families, much like the European 
aristocratic families, have intermarried frequently over a long period of time. Many 
pure-blood families, including the Blacks, have done this deliberately to keep their 
‘blood’ free of non-magical ‘impurity’. As Sirius Black says of his own family:  

 
‘The pure-blood families are all interrelated … If you're only going to let your 
sons and daughters marry pure-bloods your choice is very limited; there are 
hardly any of us left. Molly [Weasley nee Prewett] and I are cousins by marriage 
and Arthur [Weasley]’s something like my second cousin once removed.’108 

 

                                                
106 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 1999), pp. 26-27. 
107 The Order of the Phoenix is a vigilante group convened and led by Dumbledore in 
order to fight Voldemort outside the actions (often weak, due to corruption) of the 
Ministry of Magic. It began during Voldemort’s first rise to power and Dumbledore 
reinstates it at the end of Goblet of Fire when Harry informs him that Voldemort has 
risen. Sirius and Remus, along with the adult Weasleys, Severus and Tonks, are all 
members of the Order, and many of them, including Harry’s parents, were members 
during Voldemort’s first attempted rise to power as well. 
108 J.K. Rowling, Order of the Phoenix, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2003), p. 
105. One implication of this that is never explored in the books is that Harry, whose 
father is a pure-blood wizard, probably has a great number of relatives alive in the 
magical world. That he never chooses to look for them in the books is quite strange, 
given that he is an orphan. This is often used as a plot in fanfiction. 
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The existence of the tapestry and its symbolic significance as a record of the family’s 
‘purity’ both reinforces ancestry and family as important to both belonging in the 
magical world and also to the preservation of high social status amongst pure-bloods, as 
only elite families have the need or means to record their ancestry so 
comprehensively.109 Older systems of kinship, like that which it is suggested functions 
among the pure-bloods in Potter, are most frequently represented using the symbol of 
blood.110 In Europe, the concept of blood kinship was inseparable from that of 
nobility.111 Such kinship systems ensure that the circulation of privilege and wealth is 
kept among a select few by rules that regulate marriage and heredity. It is for this 
reason, Nancy L. Fischer suggests, that Europe’s ‘older kinship/sexuality system was 
organized around the symbol of blood, since only blood relatives were legitimate 
heirs.’112 In the magical world ‘blood’, or a biological relationship, may also pass on 
special magical abilities and inheritances, making the these relationships even more 
significant. Tom Riddle, for example, inherits not only Parseltongue (the ability to 
speak to snakes) from his ancestor, Salazar Slytherin, but also access to Slytherin’s 
Chamber of Secrets and the ability to control the basilisk113 that lives there.  

The operation of ‘blood’ in kinship systems, however, is not a simple matter of 
common genetic heritage; it also involves social processes of legitimation and 
exclusion.114 Beatrice Gottlieb considers kinship a social convention and compares it to 
the social convention of adulthood, in that it is ‘partly biological, but the biology is 
filtered through value systems and social usage’.115 Gottlieb also notes that the kinship 
created by marriage is not biological at all and stems entirely from social convention,116 
observing that marriage, although frequently used as a way to cement ties within a 
kinship group or between similar groups, can also be a way for outsiders to enter the 
group.117 Harry’s mother Lily Evans is an example of this in Potter. Born to a non-
magical family, she attends Hogwarts and eventually marries James Potter, the only son 
of an old pure-blood family. From James, Harry inherits some of his social standing, 

                                                
109 Beatrice Gottlieb, The Family in the Western World from the Black Death to the 
Industrial Age, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 181. 
110 Nancy L. Fischer, “Oedipus Wrecked? The Moral Boundaries of Incest,” Gender and 
Society 17.1 (2003), p. 93. 
111 Gottlieb, p. 185. 
112 Fischer, p. 94. 
113 The basilisk is a snake-like beast from European myth that can kill with a glance, has 
powerful venom and may be vulnerable to mirrors or the crow of a rooster. It has some 
variations as well. The basilisk in Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets has these 
traits (along with its own history developed further in Magical Beasts and Where to 
Find Them), but is much larger than the basilisk of legend, and, at the time of Harry’s 
battle with it, is described as being fifty feet long. It is used in this book by the shade of 
Tom Riddle (who has possessed Ginny Weasley) to sow discord and murder Muggle-
born students, although he is ultimately unsuccessful. 
114 Gottlieb, p. 184. 
115 Gottlieb, p. 184. 
116 Gottlieb, p. 184. 
117 Gottlieb, p. 188. 
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wealth and his invisibility cloak, a magical artefact passed down the Potter line since its 
beginning. He does not appear to have any material inheritance from his mother. 

The magical world constitutes a nation, with its own systems of government, 
finance and law. However, within that nation, different groups of witches and wizards 
could be considered to form and belong to different ethnicities, with pure-blood witches 
and wizards as an exclusive ethnic group, those with purely non-magical ancestry 
another and those with a mix of magical and non-magical ancestry existing in a liminal 
or cross-cultural space. On this topic, Thomas Hylland Eriksen writes that ‘[s]ome 
ethnic groups use notions of “race” or “blood” in their ideology … Some groups do not 
allow outsiders to assimilate, whereas others do. However, they all have notions of 
shared culture in common; in this ethnic groups are distinctive from classes.’118 There is 
evidence that at least some characters in Potter likewise believe this to be true, that they 
are somehow differentiated from those witches and wizards of a non-magical 
background, and that those with such backgrounds should not be given the chance to 
integrate. Most of these characters are not only pure-blood witches and wizards but also 
members of the social elite. In a sense, they seek to define their nation along the lines of 
ethnicity, limiting it to their own ethnic group.119 An ethnicity determined by ‘blood’ 
rather than cultural (or magical) competency, and the matter of ancestry is therefore 
used to decide, as Gilmartin puts it, ‘which pedigrees are assimilated or included, which 
seen as alien or excluded, in a nation’s definition of itself and in a narrative’s 
structure.’120 Although in the source text Harry already has a pure-blood father, the 
implications of this are not explored, as James Potter is dead and able to do no more 
than give Harry his name. The discovery of a living father, by contrast, who is a 
member of the social elite would prompt a reconsideration of the concerns set out in the 
source text regarding belonging, assimilation and culture/nation. 

The Normative Family in Potter 
Family is also central to the Harry Potter series at a level both more general and 

more specific than nation – that of definition. This is evidenced in the first chapter of 
the first book, Philosopher’s Stone. Shortly after the deaths of Harry’s parents at the 
hands of Voldemort, one-year old Harry is delivered the doorstep of his mother’s sister, 
Petunia Dursley, by Albus Dumbledore and two of his Hogwarts colleagues. 

                                                
118 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism, 2nd ed, (London: Pluto Press, 
2002), p. 35. 
119 Such a narrow society which is based on shared blood, and, as Sirius’s family tree 
suggests, pure-blood families intermarriage, suggests the existence of incest, although 
this is never raised explicitly in the source text. The theme of incest, however, has been 
taken up by many fan authors writing pure-blood characters within Potter fandom. It 
has been dealt with in a number of ways, including the exploration of close-family 
incest (such as between Fred and George Weasley, or Draco and Lucius Malfoy) as well 
as more formalised forms such as cousin marriage. 
120 Gilmartin, p. 21. 
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Dumbledore has erected protective wards over Harry’s aunt’s house in order to keep 
Harry safe from those who might wish him harm after he somehow destroyed 
Voldemort, although the reader is not aware of the wards until later in the series. Those 
wards are based on love and blood, two common elements that we associate with 
family. The loving sacrifice of Harry’s mother, who was offered the chance to live but 
instead chose to die trying to protect her son, was transferred to Number 4 Privet Drive, 
where her blood relations (sister and nephew) dwell. As long as Harry thinks of their 
house as home, and lives there for some part of the year, the protective wards continue 
to function.121 This beginning foreshadows what family is and means in these books: 
affection or love, biological or ‘blood’ relationships, protection and home. These are 
‘watchwords’ which do not just reflect our understanding of what family is, but actively 
construct it. 122 

These definitions of family are reflected throughout Potter, even though much 
of the action takes place away from the family home and parents, either in a boarding 
school or on a quest. In the Potter source text the concept of home is rendered both 
natural and unnatural through Harry’s experience. From the beginning, Harry is 
protected from outside harm while he still calls his maternal relatives’ house ‘home’, 
extending the protection his mother gave him by choosing to die for him through the 
blood she shares with her sister and nephew. Harry, however, finds no comfort or 
affection in this home and with his biological family.123 His emotional home is 
Hogwarts, and it is here that he develops a makeshift family of his friends and allies 
which is forged through loyalty and support for each other.124 As one of the 
constellation of words that Bourdieu argues is used to construct our understanding of 
the family, how ‘home’ is understood in Potter is central to the understanding of family 
in the text. Alston, in her writing on children’s literature, makes a similar link, exploring 
the centrality of notions of home to an understanding of family in the genre: ‘[t]he ideal 
home, like the family, is so entangled in myth that it has, in a Barthesian sense, become 
naturalised and consequently, any home that does not conform is classed as 
unnatural.’125   

                                                
121 Rowling, Order of the Phoenix, p. 736. 
122 Pierre Bourdieu, “On the Family as a Realized Category,” Theory, Culture & Society 
13.3 (1996), p. 19. 
123 The same is true for a number of other characters. Severus Snape and Sirius Black 
both come from abusive homes, although they are from very different backgrounds. 
One of the key differences between these two characters is that Sirius develops a 
makeshift family in the form of James Potter, Remus Lupin and Peter Pettigrew at 
Hogwarts, but Severus does not appear to. After Severus destroys his relationship with 
Lily, he turns fully to Voldemort and then becomes a spy, which precludes close 
relationships of any kind. 
124 John Kornfield and Laurie Prothro, “Comedy, Quest, and Community: Home and 
Family in Harry Potter,” Critical Perspectives on Harry Potter, 2nd ed., Ed. Elizabeth E. 
Heilman (Hoboken: Taylor & Francis, 2008), p. 124. 
125 Alston, p. 70. 
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For Harry, Hogwarts is his only true home and he therefore has a complicated 
relationship with the concept. This is demonstrated in the final book of the series, 
Deathly Hallows, as he takes what he believes will be his final walk through the school. 
Near the end of Deathly Hallows, Harry discovers that he must sacrifice his own life in 
order for Voldemort to truly die. Voldemort awaits him in the Forbidden Forest and he 
walks through the school concealed in his father's invisibility cloak, towards his 
destined death. There is a pause in the battle and the dead, already including Tonks, 
Remus Lupin, Fred Weasley and Colin Creevey, are being laid out in the Great Hall by 
the survivors. Harry witnesses Ginny comforting a girl who is asking for her mother: 

 
“It's all right,” Ginny was saying. “It’s OK. We're going to get you 

inside.” 
“But I want to go home,” whispered the girl. “I don't want to fight any 

more!”… 
Ripples of cold undulated over Harry's skin. He wanted to shout out to 

the night, he wanted Ginny to know he was there, he wanted her to know where 
he was going. He wanted to be stopped, to be dragged back, to be sent back 
home … 

But he was home. Hogwarts was the first and best home he had known. 
He and Voldemort and Snape, the abandoned boys, had all found a home here.126 
 

Although this excerpt was from a book not published until after the Severitus fics 
analysed in this chapter were written, it reiterates sentiments that have been expressed 
by Harry previously in the source text in a powerful and concise way. It also draws a 
connection between Harry, Voldemort and Severus that had previously been suggested, 
but not so clearly recognised by Harry himself. Home, in Potter is where one finds 
family, first in the makeshift family at Hogwarts and then, as the characters move 
apparently seamlessly from school and adolescent romances to adulthood, family moves 
to the private home of the normative family, which includes marriage and children. 

In Potter, even when the family is absent, at least in the form of parents and 
home, family ideology informs the attitudes and actions of the characters and the shape 
of the narrative.127 This includes Harry’s perception of Hogwarts as home and his 
friends as his family, emotional connections lacking with his biological family. Such 
connections are integral to the modern understanding of family, influencing our 
understanding of family and making it difficult to ‘sift out the real from the imagined 

                                                
126 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2007), p. 558. 
127 Alston, p. 2. 
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family, the fact from the fiction.’128 Family fictions, those we experience in literature 
and other media, also inform our values and attitudes, often in subtle ways. In children’s 
literature especially, family is fundamental to the story.129 

Family is not important only in children’s literature, however. The family plot in 
its various forms is also one of the oldest and most traditional narratives available.130 
Gilmartin describes an incarnation which has occurred frequently in literature since the 
nineteenth century, especially in the fantasy genre, a genre to which Potter also belongs: 

 
As in many fairy-tales, the reader expects that at birth the hero or heroine will be 
set apart in some way as unique or superior to others, that the plot will involve 
him or her in some fall from economic or psychological well-being, and that the 
narrative will conclude either with the protagonist’s return to prosperity and 
happiness through marriage or the restoration of his or her estates, or both.131 
 

Although not set apart quite ‘at birth’, at a very young age Harry is the subject of a 
prophecy which leads to the downfall of the Dark Lord, Voldemort, and the loss of his 
parents, condemning him to a life of neglect and emotional abuse with his relatives. As 
an orphaned boy marked at a young age to perform a destined quest on which the fate of 
his society rests, Harry functions as an embodiment of Joseph Campbell’s archetypal 
‘hero with a thousand faces’.132 Harry’s quest begins upon his re-entry into magical 
society begins on his eleventh birthday, when he finds out that he is descended from a 
respected and wealthy family through his father and is a hero/celebrity in his own right. 
This discovery, however, cannot yet be the restoration to which Gilmartin refers. Harry 
was raised ignorant of magical culture and, despite his fame and status as a family 
insider, he must still learn to navigate a new and sometimes hostile culture. Further, his 
parents’ murderer is still alive in some form, and Harry must finish the job assigned to 

                                                
128 Susan McDaniel and Wendy Mitchinson, “Canadian Family Fictions and Realities: 
Past and Present,” Family Fictions in Canadian Literature, Ed. Peter Hinchcliffe 
(Waterloo: University of Waterloo Press, 1988), p.11. 
129 Alston, p. 2.  
130 Gilmartin, pp. 10-11. 
131 Gilmartin, pp. 10-11. 
132 Tison Pugh and David L. Wallace, “Heteronormative Heroism and Queering the 
School Story in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series,” Children’s Literature Association 
Quarterly (2006) 31.3, p. 261. For Campbellian analyses of Potter see Katherine M. 
Grimes, “Harry Potter: Fairy Tale Prince, Real Boy, and Archetypal Hero,” The Ivory 
Tower and Harry Potter: Perspectives on a Literary Phenomenon, Ed. Lana Whited, 
(Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2002); Maria Nikolajeva, “Harry 
Potter—A Return to the Romantic Hero,” Harry Potter’s World: Multidisciplinary 
Critical Perspectives, Ed. Elizabeth E. Heilman (New York: Routledge, 2003); Mary 
Pharr, “In Medias Res: Harry Potter as Hero-in-Progress,” The Ivory Tower and Harry 
Potter: Perspectives on a Literary Phenomenon, Ed. Lana Whited, (Columbia, MO: 
University of Missouri Press, 2002) and Bryan Polk, “The Medieval Image of the Hero 
in the Harry Potter Novels,” The Image of the Hero in Literature, Media, and Society, 
Ed. Will Wright and Steve Kaplan, (Pueblo: Colorado State University Press, 2004). 
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him by the prophecy, completing his heroic quest before he can reach the narrative 
resolution of family and restoration.  

The quest for family in children’s literature often begins, as in Potter, with an 
orphan. The orphan is a traditional element of European and North American folktales. 
It surfaced strongly in children’s literature at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth 
century and is still a popular trope in literature today.133 The orphan is essentially alone 
in the world, and must make his or her own way alone, at least initially, without the 
support of parents or other family members. Throughout the narrative, orphan 
characters often create their own makeshift family of friends and allies who share 
common goals and who perform many of the emotional tasks of family.134 Neil Randal, 
in his article on the makeshift family in Canadian fantastic fiction, argues that such a 
family allows fantastic fiction to explore what realistic fiction often assumes – the 
meaning of family.135 In Harry Potter, “family”, as depicted through Harry’s makeshift 
family of choice, is defined by obligation, affection and the provision of what Gilgun 
calls ‘protective factors’ such as security and support.136 Harry’s makeshift family is 
comprised of the Weasleys, particularly Ron and later Ginny, and Hermione Granger. 
Ron and Hermione are his first and best friends in the magical world; the Weasleys, 
through Ron, the first magical family he experiences. Throughout the books this 
makeshift family offers Harry the support, both physically and emotionally, that he does 
not receive from his biological family, the Dursleys.  

As the series develops, Harry’s makeshift family comes to extend beyond 
Hermione and the Weasleys. By the final battle Harry has created a strong and 
supportive network of friends and allies that exists across social (and species) 
boundaries. These allies protect and support Harry in his quest and participate alongside 
him in the final battle against Voldemort and the Death Eaters at Hogwarts, exhibiting 

                                                
133 Elizabeth Waterston, “Orphans, Twins and L.M. Montgomery” Family Fictions in 
Canadian Literature, Ed. Peter Hinchcliffe (Waterloo: University of Waterloo Press, 
1988), p. 73. See also Alston, Children’s Literature. The popularity of orphaned main 
characters resides in their absence of parental authority, allowing them to grow and 
mature individually, as well as amplifying the quest for identity common to both 
children’s and fantasy literature. See Maria Nikolajeva Power, Voice and Subjectivity in 
Literature for Young Readers (Hoboken: Taylor & Francis, 2009), p. 16. 
134 Neil Randal, “The Makeshift Family in Canadian Fantastic Fiction,” Family Fictions 
in Canadian Literature, Ed. Peter Hinchcliffe, (Waterloo: University of Waterloo Press, 
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136 John Kornfield and Laurie Prothro, “Comedy, Quest, and Community: Home and 
Family in Harry Potter,” Critical Perspectives on Harry Potter, 2nd ed, Ed. Elizabeth E. 
Heilman, (Hoboken: Taylor & Francis, 2008) p. 125 quoting Jane F. Gilgun, “Mapping 
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the protective characteristics widely associated with the family.137 Following this battle 
and his defeat of Voldemort, Harry looks around him at those who took part:  

 
He spotted Ginny two tables away; she was sitting with her head on her 
mother’s shoulder … he spotted the three Malfoys, huddled together as though 
unsure whether or not they were supposed to be there … Everywhere he looked 
he saw families, reunited, and finally, he saw the two whose company he craved 
most.’138 
 

Harry, Hermione and Ron sneak away from this scene together, each of them 
privileging their makeshift family over other concerns, including his biological family 
in Ron’s case, and romantic partner in Harry’s case.  

Privileging the makeshift family over the biological family at different points in 
Potter supports Randal’s contention that the makeshift family in fantasy literature 
encourages exploration of the meaning of family. However Potter is multi-generic and 
also exhibits characteristics of children’s literature. In this genre, family is ‘the ideal, 
the epic end-point of the Odyssean journey of the fiction, at which home and family are 
recovered.’139 This rhetoric of the ideal family is central to much children’s fiction, and 
the quest for family and home is also the emotional and narrative core of much coming-
of-age fiction, including the Potter series, which belongs to both of these genres, along 
with the forementioned fantasy and heroic genres.140 The series’ Epilogue in Deathly 
Hallows is the clearest evidence of Potter’s primary adherence to the generic 
conventions of children’s literature over its other generic allegiances, as it focuses not 
on the effects on magical society of Voldemort’s defeat, but on everyday family life. 
Children’s literature generally promotes normative family ideology, tending not to 
question the relevance and significance of the family or to explore the alternative 
possibilities that ‘family’ might entail.141   

Far from exploring alternatives, the families depicted in the epilogue present the 
normative family as the preferred site for reproductive activity and suggest that it is a 
fundamental measure of happiness and success. The Epilogue also reveals that even the 
next generation will be strictly confined to the normative family. Teddy, Harry’s 
godson, is discovered ‘snogging’ Bill and Fleur Weasley’s daughter Victoire in what 
Pugh and Wallace call ‘the perpetuation of heterosexual desire.’142 Pugh and Wallace 

                                                
137 Kornfield and Prothro, p. 125. 
138 Rowling, Deathly Hallows, p. 597. 
139 Alston, p. 1. 
140 See Alston, p. 1 and Kornfield and Prothro, p. 121. 
141 Alston, p. 2. 
142 Tison Pugh and David L. Wallace, “A Postscript to ‘Heteronormative Heroism and 
Queering the School Story in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series’,” Children’s 
Literature Association Quarterly 33.2 (2008), p. 190. 
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limit their commentary on this excerpt to heterosexism, but the next lines also reveal its 
relevance to the normative family when Harry’s daughter Lily suggests that it would be 
‘lovely if they got married … Teddy would really be part of the family then.’143 This not 
only reinforces heteronormativity, but also the notion that a ‘real’ family can only be a 
normative one, in which people are related by blood or heterosexual marriage. In 
accordance with this, the rest of the Epilogue also reaffirms the importance and 
centrality of the normative family. Both Harry and Hermione have married into the 
Weasley family, thus minimising the role of their makeshift family with Ron, and 
suggesting that it functioned as merely a prelude to a normative family, one defined by 
alliance and blood. 

The role of the Weasley family, (the ‘family’ to which Lily is referring – now 
much extended), an idealised and happy normative family, is cemented in the events of 
the Epilogue. This central role is also reflected in the rest of  Potter, throughout which 
the Weasley family functions as both an emotional and moral narrative centre.144 
However, while the idealised Weasley family is normative, and part of its idealisation 
stems from this, there are also normative families in Potter that are represented in a 
negative fashion, as unhappy or undesirable. The Dursleys, the Blacks, and the Crouch 
family all fit the normative ideal of a heterosexual married couple raising their 
biological children, but are all represented as undesirable for various reasons. The 
Dursleys are selfish and spoil Dudley while neglecting Harry, the Blacks are bigoted 
and violent, and the Crouch family is corrupt and uncaring. It is also not accurate to 
suggest that only normative families are represented in Harry Potter. Neville 
Longbottom, whose parents are confined to the long-term spell damage ward in the 
magical hospital St Mungo’s, is raised by his grandmother. Luna Lovegood and 
Theodore Nott, we discover, are both being raised by widower fathers, while the 
widowed mothers of Dean Thomas and Blaise Zabini have both remarried. Harry, of 
course, is an orphan who lives with his aunt and uncle. However, it is important to note 
that all of these families began as normative families, with married opposite sex parents, 
and that any blended or single-parent families have come into existence because of the 
death or incapacitation of one or both parents, rather than through divorce or single 
parenthood by choice. It is also significant that neither of the widower fathers have 
remarried, but that both of the widowed mothers have done so: even Neville’s widowed 
grandmother lives and raises Neville with her brother Algie providing the requisite male 
figure. In the books, men but not women are apparently deemed capable of single 
parenthood.145 

                                                
143 Rowling, Deathly Hallows, p. 605. 
144 Eccleshare, p. 73. 
145 The context of the author is possibly significant here: J.K. Rowling, a single mother 
as she wrote the first few Potter books, is perhaps deliberately (or unconsciously) 
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The representations of normative families, both good and bad, are pervasive in 
Potter. However, as I have demonstrated above, non-normative families are also 
represented, although the scope of these representations excludes what I refer to as 
‘non-normative families by choice’. The non-normative families in the book exist due 
to circumstances beyond their control, while there are no examples of families who are 
non-normative through decisions, or choices, they have made: for example, deciding to  
divorce, choosing single or unmarried parenthood, or deciding not to marry at all.146 
These exclusions, as I noted earlier in this chapter, have important, frequently negative, 
consequences for families that become defined as non-normative in real life. The same 
is demonstrated in Potter, where the only representation of a family that is non-
normative by choice results in the birth of the sociopathic Tom Riddle, who later 
becomes Voldemort. Riddle’s mother was Merope, a young pure-blood witch who lived 
with her bigoted and abusive brother and father. She bewitched Tom Riddle Snr, the son 
of the local non-magical squire, with a love potion, compelling him to marry her and 
father her child. When Merope withdrew the love potion, hoping that her husband had 
come to love her as she loved him, Tom Riddle Snr abandoned the pregnant Merope in 
disgust, and perhaps fear, and returned to his family.147 His behaviour is not surprising; 
he would never have entered into this relationship by choice and any sexual relationship 
between he and Merope can only be construed as rape. However, that this is the only 
non-normative family by choice (and it is hardly a choice) is telling, and the 
consequences are grave. Merope was left destitute and died shortly after the birth of her 
son, whom she named Tom after his father. The boy was left to be raised in a non-
magical orphanage, where he showed signs already of sociopathy.148 During his time at 
Hogwarts this escalated into the murder of another student, as well as the murder of his 
non-magical biological father and his father’s family after they rejected him. He 
eventually took on the persona of Voldemort and distanced himself from Tom Riddle, 

                                                                                                                                          
excluding single mothers from representation, despite their numbers and the 
contemporary debates surrounding single motherhood. 
146 There is some question about whether divorced families, given their frequency, can 
really be considered ‘non-normative’ at the time of writing. However, the absence of 
divorced families in Potter reaffirms the idea that they are not normative. The complete 
absence of such families in the magical world has led many fanfiction authors to 
experiment with stories based on the idea that there is no divorce in the magical world 
and to explore the implications of that. 
147 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, (London, Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2005), pp. 200-203. 
148 Rowling, Half-Blood Prince, p. 250 and p. 259. Voldemort/Tom Riddle is shown to 
have killed a child’s pet rabbit, and bullied and tortured other children with his powers 
during his time at a non-magical orphanage before he was informed he was a wizard. 
He kept trophies from these events, which Dumbledore discovered when he came to 
deliver Tom’s Hogwarts letter when he turned eleven. Nevertheless, Tom/Voldemort 
was able to present a genial face to the world and to fool many people with regard to his 
true nature. 
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and therefore also from Tom Riddle’s immediate family past, so that very few people 
know Voldemort and Riddle are one and the same.  

The Riddle family is the only non-normative family by choice in the text, despite 
the complex issues of consent and choice raised by the use of the love potion. However, 
another potential disruption of the normative family by choice exists in the form of the 
Lupin family. Remus Lupin and Nymphadora Tonks marry during the summer between 
Half-Blood Prince (Book 6) and Deathly Hallows (Book 7). Tonks falls pregnant in the 
seventh book, in the midst of the magical war that is now being fought openly. Stressed 
and afraid, Remus attempts to leave his pregnant wife to join Harry on his quest. Upon 
learning that Remus is abandoning his wife and child, Harry confronts him angrily, 
saying: ‘My father died to protect my mother and me, and you reckon he’d tell you to 
abandon your kid to go on an adventure with us?’149 He adds, moreover, that ‘[p]arents 
… shouldn’t leave their kids unless – unless they’ve got to.’150 Chastened, Lupin returns 
to his wife and is later overjoyed at the birth of his son Teddy. Remus’s attempt to leave 
his pregnant wife adds complexity to the representation of the family in Potter, and 
shows that despite its ideological dominance, the normative family does not come 
‘naturally’ for everyone. Despite this, the narrative conclusion of this disruption undoes 
the problematisation of the normative family suggested by this plot and instead 
celebrates the normative family. Both the Riddle and Lupin families demonstrate, 
negatively and positively respectively, the ideological importance given to the 
normative family as an affective unit and a space for raising children. Happy and 
successful non-normative families by choice are omitted from the text.  That the 
narrative closes on the foregrounding of the normative family not only emphasises it, 
but transforms it from convention to nature, and through nature, to necessity. 
Simultaneously, the non-normative family is not merely backgrounded and/or limited, it 
is firmly erased as a possibility. 

Given the social and historical context within which the books were written the 
ideological dominance of the normative family is surprising. Haywood and Mac an 
Ghaill, writing of families in Britain in the 1990s, when the three first books were 
published and when all of the books are set, suggest that '[f]amilies in Britain today are 
in transition in a society in which there was a single overriding norm of what family life 
should be like to a society in which a plurality of norms are recognised as legitimate 
and, indeed, desirable.'151 This proliferation of family norms is not reflected in the 
representations of families in Potter. Commenting on the similar lack of sexual 

                                                
149 Rowling, Deathly Hallows, p. 176 
150 Rowling, Deathly Hallows, p. 177 
151 Chris Haywood and Máirtín Mac an Ghaill, “A Man in the Making: Sexual 
Masculinities Within Changing Training Cultures,” The Sociological Review 45.4 
(1997) cited in Chris Haywood and Máirtín Mac an Ghaill, Men and Masculinities: 
Theory, Research and Social Practice (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2003), p. 
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diversity in Potter, Pugh and Wallace observe that, despite Potter being set in a world 
where characters may be half- or non-human, all of them are heterosexual, indicating 
heterosexuality’s normative status quo.152 Consistent with this observation, I suggest 
that in a world with magic, which has been largely isolated from non-magical culture 
and which interacts with non-human cultures, the lack of alternative family forms 
beyond the heterosexual nuclear family is an ideological omission that reinforces the 
normative family as the most successful and desirable form of the institution and key to 
happiness and fulfilment. 

Sinfield writes that ‘[r]eaders do not have to respect closure … We can insist on 
our sense that the middle of such a text arouses expectations that exceed the closure.’153 
While the ideological dominance of the normative family in Potter seems to foreclose 
alternatives, Severitus fanfiction ‘writes from the middle’ of the source text, expanding 
on that potential which is so thoroughly foreclosed by the Epilogue. Due to its focus on 
a non-normative family, Severitus fanfiction calls into question the ideological 
dominance of the normative family in the source text. In particular, it investigates 
critically the naturalising assumptions which govern family ideology because, in 
Severitus fanfics, Harry and Snape must learn to be a family, revealing the ideological 
work which goes into shaping the ‘natural’ family, especially around the key issues of 
care, home and trust. In doing so, these fanfics explore how family and family feeling 
are normatively defined, the ways in which family is vital to the reproduction of culture 
and belonging, and the heteronormative and gendered processes by which such 
ideologies are produced. In this way, Severitus fanfiction make family ideologies both 
visible and strange. 
 

                                                
152 Pugh and Wallace, “Heteronormative Heroism,” p. 264. 
153 Alan Sinfield, “Cultural Materialism, Othello, and the Politics of Plausibility,” New 
Historicism and Cultural Materialism: A Reader, Ed. Keirnan Ryan, (London: Arnold, 
1996), p. 79.  
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Chapter Two: Denaturalising Family Ideology in 
Severitus Fanfiction 
This chapter explores the ways Severitus fanfic reimagines and recreates the 

family. Each Severitus fanfic addresses, in its own way, what it means to be a family, 
and what defines a family and family feeling in the magical world of the source text, 
attempting to extrapolate and imagine aspects such as family law, traditions of marriage 
and inheritance, and the differences between the magical and non-magical world. 
However, each Severitus fanfic intervenes critically in different elements of the source 
text, and therefore the reimagined ‘solutions’ and recreated magical world differ among 
fanfics. While the themes of defining the family, family feeling, care, home and 
obligation/trust emerge as central among the Severitus fanfictions being explored, they 
are not all present, or not all present to the same degree, in each fanfic. Analysing these 
fanfics together communicates both the depth and breadth of their critical intervention 
into the source text, and reveals fanfiction to be an alternative critical modality. 

The different approaches to the institution of family are first signalled in the 
fanfics by the variety of ways in which Harry himself is conceived.  Each version 
suggests a different reimagining of ideologies of sexuality, reproduction and heredity in 
magical society and the related institutions of marriage and the family. For example, in 
Blood Magic by Gateway Girl, Harry was conceived using the Herem [italics in source] 
ritual, a magical and social fertility ritual created by Gateway Girl. In Herem, a single 
childless man (Severus) who is going to war may ask to borrow the wife (Lily) of a 
friend or relative (James) so that he may conceive an heir. The supplicant’s sperm is 
'time-locked' within the woman, only to be released at his death. Herem takes place with 
the husband's permission after the completion of a magical and social contract between 
the husband and the supplicant which defines the terms of the ‘loan’ of the wife and the 
care of any children that may be conceived. Although the child is meant to be conceived 
only upon the death of the supplicant, Harry was conceived when the spell used to 
determine death was fooled by distance and serious injury. Registering Severus as dead, 
his ‘seed’ was released and Harry was conceived. Upon Severus’s return to Britain, 
James and Lily received information that made them believe that Severus would be 
unable to care for his son, so they decided to pretend the child is James’s and magically 
disguise him as such. 

In Mine and its sequel Snape's Vocation by Gillian Middleton, Harry is also 
conceived by an agreement between Lily, James and Severus. In this case, Lily and 
James are suffering from fertility problems. Lily, inspired by non-magical developments 
in fertility treatment, creates a magical version of artificial insemination. A member of 
James's family can transfer his sperm to James so that he and Lily can conceive a child 
through sexual intercourse. The young couple choose Severus, as he is, in this 
fanfiction, a distant relation of James, but one who will likely want nothing to do with 
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the child afterwards, despite his contribution. Mine and its sequel are unique amongst 
the Severitus fanfiction explored by this thesis, in that Severus is aware that Harry is his 
biological child from the beginning. This later leads Severus, after witnessing Harry’s 
treatment by the Dursleys, to take custody of his son at a young age before he begins to 
attend Hogwarts. 

In all of the remaining Severitus fics, as in Blood Magic, Severus and Harry are 
both left unaware of their biological relationship until Harry is a teenager. In Part the 
First and its sequels Part the Second and Part the Third (which remains incomplete) by 
E.M. Pink, Harry receives a letter from James Potter in the same fashion as he does in 
Blood Magic. The letter explains the physical changes Harry has been experiencing as 
the enchantment that makes him resemble James Potter begins to fade. In this series, 
Harry is the result of an affair between Lily Potter and Severus Snape, begun during a 
difficult time in James and Lily’s marriage. Only James, upon seeing Harry just after he 
is born, realises the truth of Harry’s biological paternity, and quickly alters Harry’s 
appearance magically to create a resemblance to himself to hide this. Lily and Severus 
remain unaware that Harry is not James's son.  

In In Blood Only by E.M. Snape, Dumbledore and Lily are aware that Harry is 
the result of an extramarital one-night stand between Lily and Severus, which she 
engaged in to revenge herself on James, whom she believed to be cheating on her. 
Severus discovers the truth when Dumbledore requests Severus’s blood to create an 
antidote for Harry, who has been poisoned. Severus, as a potions master, knows that the 
antidote requires a close relative’s blood and realises that his night with Lily must have 
resulted in Harry's conception. Dumbledore, however, feels that Severus will not make a 
good father to Harry, so conceals the memory, which Severus recovers accidentally 
some years later. Enraged at Dumbledore for keeping this knowledge from him, Severus 
tells Harry the truth in order to spite Dumbledore, and in doing so acknowledges their 
relationship and initiates the family plot.  

In Vingilot’s Skin Deep, Harry and Severus are informed of their relationship by 
Dumbledore when he allows them to view one of his memories in a pensieve.154 The 
memory reveals that Lily and Severus had been in a relationship and that she had fallen 
pregnant. However, Lily had been experiencing prophetic dreams that she would not 
survive to her son's second birthday. Knowing of Severus's affiliation with the Death 
Eaters and Voldemort, Lily comes to Dumbledore, asking for help to arrange a marriage 
of convenience to James Potter in order to offer her son the protection of a pure-blood 
family name against those who would seek to harm him for having non-magical 
ancestry. In Skin Deep, Dumbledore is cast as an antagonist who has chosen to keep this 

                                                
154 A Pensieve is a magical artefact resembling a birdbath which stores memories so that 
they can be viewed by others or from a different point of view. At this point in the series 
Harry has already used Dumbledore’s pensieve, so is aware of its function and that it 
holds memories that Snape does not want him to see. 
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information from both Harry and Severus in order better to control them and to make 
sure that Harry had no one to turn to but himself.155 

In every Severitus fanfiction, Lily and James die, as in the books, and Harry is 
left an apparent orphan, sent to be raised by his maternal aunt and her family, the 
Dursleys, in the non-magical world. He remains unaware that his biological father is 
still alive and, with the exception of Mine, Severus is also unaware that he has a son. As 
in the source text, Harry then re-enters the magical world at the age of eleven without 
the knowledge of magical culture that is passed on by family amongst members of 
magical society. In the source books, Harry’s non-magical upbringing renders him in 
many respects a cultural outsider. Severitus fanfiction begins when this assumption is 
upset and Harry discovers a living father in Severus Snape. 

Harry’s discovery that Severus Snape is his biological father in Severitus 
fanfiction is a dramatic change – Harry has discovered not only someone related to him 
by blood, who can potentially provide the family he craves, but also someone who is a 
magical insider and is able to offer him a sense of belonging to the magical world 
through living family, but only if they both can overcome their antagonistic 
relationship. In Severitus fanfiction, Harry and Severus’s biological relationship 
develops into a social and emotional father-son relationship – a component of which is 
Harry learning about his newly discovered ancestry, as well as the norms and values of 
magical society. In the fanfiction analysed in this chapter these norms and values are 
assumed by the fan writers to be those of the social elite of the magical world: wealthy, 
pure-blood wizards and witches. It is therefore important to note here that most of 
Severitus fanfics were written prior to the release of the sixth Potter novel, Harry Potter 
and the Half-Blood Prince, which reveals that Severus, like Harry, was a half-blood, 
and grew up in the non-magical world with a witch mother and a non-magical father. 
Prior to this revelation, Severus’s status as Head of Slytherin House,156 as well as the 
knowledge that he had at one time been a Death Eater, lead most readers and fanfic 

                                                
155 Skin Deep is one of many fanfics that reimagine Albus Dumbledore as an antagonist 
to Harry, one who manipulates the people around him to their detriment but for his own 
benefit, or alternatively, for ‘the greater good’. In this type of fanfiction, Dumbledore 
ranges from negligent – he is not aware of Harry’s neglect, he truly believes Sirius 
Black to be guilty – to deliberately cruel – he intentionally puts Harry with a family 
who will harm him and hides Harry’s connections to the magical world, including 
knowingly allowing an innocent Sirius Black to go to gaol, so that he will be the one to 
whom Harry turns upon his re-entry into the magical world.  
156 Slytherin is one of the four Hogwarts Houses created by the founders of Hogwarts, 
founded by Salazar Slytherin who was known for not wanting Muggle-born witches and 
wizards at Hogwarts. Fan writers had largely assumed that the house was made up only 
of pure-blood witches and wizards, and incorporated this assumption into their 
fanfiction. The source text later revealed this to be untrue. Tom Riddle (aka Voldemort), 
for example, was a half-blood, although descended from Salazar Slytherin himself, 
which may explain his being sorted into that house. Severus Snape, also a half-blood, 
was sorted into Slytherin, and Harry was also offered a place in Slytherin by the Sorting 
Hat. It can therefore be assumed that there are more half-bloods in Slytherin, although 
the politics of some of their housemates might discourage them from mentioning their 
backgrounds. 
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writers to assume that he is a pure-blood wizard from an old family. Most Severitus 
fanfics, and all of those included in this analysis, were written on this assumption and 
part of the ‘family plot’ therefore incorporates the aristocratic ideas of kinship and 
definitions of family that are implicitly suggested to function among pure-bloods in 
Order of the Phoenix. This affects both the sites of critical interventions, and the 
reimagination of the magical world that occurs in the fanfics. 

One of the first questions that Severitus fanfiction asks of the source text and of 
the reader is how to define family: what constitutes a family and family feeling? The 
previous chapter has outlined the ways in which the family in Potter is defined and 
represented as normative. It highlights how most desirable families, such as the 
Weasleys, are married two-parent nuclear families with working fathers and stay-at-
home mothers who raise their children in a loving environment. While there are some 
deviations from this rule within the source text, they are presented as less than ideal or 
even potentially harmful to the children in such families. Marriage is a prerequisite for 
children to be conceived, and both marriage and children are represented as highly 
desirable and a seemingly natural resolution for almost all characters, as evidenced by 
the Epilogue. However, like much children’s literature, the fundamental assumptions 
about what constitutes the family, and what, if anything, might be ideal are not 
questioned in Potter.157 Severitus fanfiction critically intervenes in the source text at this 
point, disrupting the family ideology in the source text and forcing the reader to ask 
questions of the Potter books through its creation and representation of the non-
normative family of Harry and Severus. 

Although I have highlighted the heteronormativity of the family, the definition 
of the normative family goes beyond compulsory heterosexuality and child-bearing, and 
into the realms of emotions and economics. These elements are also important to 
consider in my analysis of Severitus fanfiction. Catherine Belsey provides a useful way 
of defining the normative family beyond its obvious dimensions of two married 
opposite-sex parents, their biological children and the affective private sphere. Belsey 
constructs a picture of the normative family and its relation to society and ideology, as 
based on 

 
the conviction that the only proper place for desire is between a man and a 
woman who marry, produce and socialize the next generation, and then stay 
together for life for the sake of the children. Family values are commonly 
vindicated on the basis of an appeal to nature. Heterosexual relations are 
‘natural’, and their purpose is reproduction (though it is generally legitimate to 
defer this happy outcome of sex until the right moment for parenthood comes). 
The young, so the story goes, grow up to become happier and better citizens if 

                                                
157 Ann Alston, The Family in English Children’s Literature, (New York: Routledge, 
2008), p. 2. 
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there are two parents in the household, one of each sex, in accordance with 
nature. Parents naturally love their own children more than other people’s: there 
is, after all, a genetic bond, or what our ancestors called a tie of blood ... 
Children, moreover, naturally love and respect their parents, and care for them in 
old age in consequence of this natural impulse.158 
 

Belsey’s expansion upon the ideology of the normative family picks up on some of the 
themes that emerge from Severitus fanfiction: affection, biology (blood), and 
socialisation. This excerpt also signals the importance of the perception of ‘naturalness’ 
in family ideology, and is closely related to Hebdige’s idea that ideology is most 
powerful when it functions at a level beneath consciousness – as common sense. Yet all 
of these elements, including the very definition of family, are significantly reimagined, 
and therefore potentially disrupted, in Severitus fanfiction.  

The most explicit way in which the definition of the family is addressed in 
Severitus fanfiction is when the characters themselves ask questions of it. As Severus 
and Harry have no existing positive relationship with each other, they must therefore 
choose to construct a family based only on their knowledge that they are biologically 
father and son. According to the normative family ideology described by Belsey, under 
these conditions the genetic bond or ‘ties of blood’ leads parents to a natural love for 
their biological offspring, which is returned as children naturally love and respect their 
parents.159 That Harry and Severus choose to form a family based on the revelation that 
they are biologically father and son suggests that the definition of family at work in 
Severitus fanfiction is one that can be traced back to biological relatedness or ‘blood’. 
This is further reinforced in every Severitus fanfic under consideration through a 
resolution which sees Harry and Severus engaged in a successful family relationship. In 
this sense, Severitus fanfiction does not appear to distinguish itself, ideologically, from 
the source text. However, all of the Severitus fanfics in this chapter show that, far from 
being ‘natural’, respect and affection between parents and their biological children are 
always in question, and reproductive activity takes place outside the confines of 
heterosexual marriage, disrupting the definition of the family built on these 
assumptions. The way that Severus and Harry must define and create their family, 
sometimes after a great deal of conflict, belies the surface adherence to the ideological 
norm. 

Creating the Family and Developing Family Feeling 
Upon learning of their biological relationship at the beginning of a Severitus 

fanfic, either Harry or Severus, and frequently both of them, expresses dismay as well 
as his distaste for the other. In Blood Only provides the best example of this reaction, as 
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European Journal of Cultural Studies 4.3 (2001), p. 289. 
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well as the most extensive representation of the work that must be done to overcome it. 
E.M. Snape’s version of the Severitus challenge is psychologically absorbing, featuring 
dark emotional overtones and complex and painful relationships. The key tension 
permeating this fanfic is suggested by the title, for Severus and Harry begin as family 
‘in blood only,’ lacking any form of positive emotional connection or family feeling. It 
is also the Severitus fanfic in which Harry and Severus take the longest time to come to 
an accord and to acknowledge or even attempt a familial relationship. In Blood Only 
disrupts the seemingly natural associations between close biological relatedness – 
especially that of parents and children – and affection, offering instead a more complex 
insight into what ‘the family’ can be. This close connection between affection and 
biological relatedness I refer to as ‘family feeling’ and is signalled in Severitus texts by 
Severus and Harry’s acceptance of their biological relationship, paired with recognition 
of mutual affection. Although family feeling might be developed outside the confines of 
the biological family, because the characters are immersed in normative family 
ideology, they do not recognise family feeling until both blood and affection are 
integrated into the relationship. That family feeling does not develop ‘naturally’, but 
must instead be worked at in these fanfics, is the site of the critical intervention. 

Harry's conception in In Blood Only, as in all the Severitus fanfiction explored 
in this chapter, took place outside the monogamous heterosexual marriage that Belsey’s 
description of normative family ideology identifies as ‘the only proper place for desire 
[and to] produce and socialize the next generation’.160 Severus and Lily's one night 
together, which resulted in Harry's conception, was motivated by the negative feelings 
of revenge and hatred. Harry, aware of Severus’s attitude towards his mother and her 
non-magical ancestry from his viewing of Severus’s memory in the pensieve, accuses 
Severus of raping his mother. Severus denies this and tells Harry that Lily Potter was 
‘one of those delightful women who view intercourse as a weapon.’161 He elaborates 
that after James Potter, whom he describes as a ‘bastard, and a bully’, ‘got’ Lily, he 
went back to his ‘philandering ways’ and that Lily  

 
slept with me in a … glorious moment of revenge that only a mother of yours 
could fancy successful … Although I suppose it was, in the end. She tricked 
James Potter into raising the son of a rival, the son of a Death Eater … James 
Potter imparted his family name to that child, left his wealth to him, and in the 
end, he gave his life for him. He died for a Death Eater's bastard.162 
 

                                                
160 Belsey, p. 289. 
161 E.M. Snape, “In Blood Only,” Fanfiction.net, first published 24 October 2004, 
completed 15 August 2006. Accessed 24 August 08. 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/654225/E_M_Snape/>, Ch. 7. 
162 In Blood Only, Ch. 7. 
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Severus's private recollection of the event and its consequences is also less than tender: 
‘[a]s things were, he'd been betrayed by the Headmaster, thwarted by the woman he'd 
loved for the thirteen minutes it took to reach a climax, and trampled by a society that 
proclaimed Potter's son a hero when it was actually Snape's bastard who stopped the 
Dark Lord.’163 

Severus in In Blood Only does not want to be a father to Harry, and has 
informed his son of their relationship only to spite Dumbledore for the perceived 
betrayal of hiding the secret of Harry’s biological paternity from him. Severus knows 
that hurting Harry, whom Dumbledore cares for, will in turn hurt Dumbledore. He does, 
however, acknowledge that fathers ought to have affection for their sons, thus 
recognising himself as anomalous and outside the normative definition of family which 
is based around the ties of both blood and affection:  

 
And he was a terrible father; he could admit that freely. He had no love for the 
boy, no emotional investment in him other than six years of deep-rooted dislike. 
No tender feelings had arisen within his breast, and he truly had no desire for 
them to. He was perfectly content with being an abominable tyrant to the boy, 
because he couldn’t contemplate himself in any other relation to this particular 
child.164  
 

The source text indicates that not all families are harmonious, and the reader is shown in 
the form of Harry’s relation with the Dursleys that a degree of biological relation is no 
guarantee of affection. However, parents in the source text do love their children, 
barring a few exceptional circumstances, thus setting Harry and Severus in In Blood 
Only outside the source text’s norm, and in a position to offer a critique of this norm by 
their very existence.165 

Harry also recognises that fathers ought to feel affection for their sons, although 
he does not believe he will ever receive this from Severus. This is addressed explicitly 
in the second narrative arc of In Blood Only, in which Harry stays with Severus during a 
school break while the latter attempts to remove the glamour that makes Harry resemble 
James Potter. During Harry’s stay at Severus’s ancestral home, Lucius Malfoy – one of  

                                                
163 In Blood Only, Ch. 3. 
164 In Blood Only, Ch. 13. 
165 The exceptional circumstances are as follows: Sirius is detested by his mother, who 
disowned him because of his lack of adherence to the family’s values. Severus’s father, 
Tobias Snape, was abusive (although this does not necessarily mean that he felt no love 
for his son). Barty Crouch Sr is an uncertain case – he sends his son to Azkaban, but as 
the head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement at the time it was not 
surprising that he followed the law. He also rescued his son from Azkaban, but this may 
have been motivated more by the desires of his dying wife. Tom Riddle’s father rejects 
him. 
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Severus’s fellow Death Eaters recently escaped from Azkaban166 – uses Severus's home 
to hide from the authorities. Harry, from whom the glamour has been removed, is 
introduced to Lucius as Septimus, Severus's delinquent nephew, whom he is looking 
after for his extended family. Bored with his confinement and missing his own son, 
Lucius shows an interest in Septimus and acts paternally towards him, teaching him 
spells and helping him defy Severus's restrictions. Listening to Lucius talk about his 
own son, Draco, gives Harry an example of the kind of relation fathers and sons might 
enjoy: 

 
That's how a father should feel about his son… 
And more than at any time before, Harry felt acutely the pang of loss at 

never having known a father's affection. He could recall so readily the look of 
distaste and disgust on Snape's face whenever he regarded him. He would never 
look at Harry that way. There would never be pride or affection in his eyes. 

Before, when he was an orphan, he at least knew there was no chance of 
having that for himself. But now… Snape was his goddamn father. He should 
feel that way, if only a little bit … Did Snape simply hate Harry so much that he 
loathed him even when he was his own flesh and blood?167  
 

Both Harry and Severus are working with normative ideas about family feeling, and 
find that their own experience is not consistent with it, either currently or previously. 
Both Severus and Harry’s families of origin also lack the affective component: the 
Severus of In Blood Only had a troubled relationship with his father and eventually 
murdered him at Voldemort’s behest, while Harry is neglected physically and 
emotionally by the Dursleys. In Blood Only, therefore, as the title suggests, shows that it 
is possible to be biologically related, and yet not constitute a family, thereby disrupting 
one of the key elements of the normative family ideology reproduced in the source text. 

Harry and Severus's relationship in In Blood Only gradually becomes closer and 
more complex as they spend time together, learn about each other, and face external and 
internal threats to their relationship. Unlike the other Severitus fanfics analysed in this 
chapter, there is not a simple progression from dislike to affection and family feeling. 
The first time Harry attempts to show Severus affection, it is in the form of compassion, 
if not filial affection. Severus, whom Harry has discovered injured and immobilised by 
Voldemort’s torture, rejects his help. Harry still helps him, magically lifting him into 
bed and giving him a healing potion while Severus is too weak to fight back. After 
Severus has drunk the potion he reasserts his power by offering a cruel interpretation of 

                                                
166 Azkaban is a magical prison, guarded by Dementors, hooded monsters who force 
people close to them to feel fear and relive their worst memories. They are capable of 
sucking out a person’s soul using what is called the Dementor’s Kiss. This is used as a 
punishment for the worst criminals. 
167 In Blood Only, Ch. 15. 
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Harry's motives, suggesting that perhaps Harry’s ‘ridiculous and destructive need to be 
everybody's hero is simply a guise so the rest of us won't perceive that worthless, 
unloved little boy who spent so many years in a cupboard,’ before yelling at Harry: 
‘Out!-- you sad, pathetic, little boy!’168 Harry is hurt and humiliated by this experience, 
which sets back any sympathetic feelings he may have been developing towards 
Severus. 

This event is revisited later in the text in light of Severus and Harry’s improved 
relationship. Severus is in the Hogwarts hospital wing after being injured. Harry, hidden 
beneath his invisibility cloak, has snuck down in the night to check on him and Severus 
notices his presence: 

 
This would have been easier a few months ago, when he could simply 

devise some malevolent purpose for the boy's presence here … his thoughts 
turned involuntarily back to that humiliating day, when Harry had assisted him 
up to his chamber. When he'd brewed Snape a potion to help with the after-
effects of the Cruciatus Curse. 

It seemed unbelievable now, that he'd believed Harry relished their 
power reversal …  

But he'd been entirely wrong. Harry was not gloating, nor was he 
arrogant; he was simply kind. It was rather unsettling to think of that scene, and 
realize the boy had only wanted to alleviate another person’s suffering.169 

 
Severus chooses to compliment Harry, with difficulty, on the potion he brewed that 
night, and after Harry leaves he reflects on the feelings that this visit has evoked for 
him, and what they mean for his relationship with his son: 

 
He wasn't sure how to be a father, he wasn't even sure how to be 

someone's friend… But what if he could have that thing, that asset that the 
Weasleys and the Malfoys and their ilk seemed to prize so highly? 

Could he be a parent? Would he dare?170 
 
At this point in the text, Severus still believes that having a son, something he ‘couldn’t 
bear to see destroyed,’ will be too great a weakness for a man in his position. He cannot, 
however, ‘dispel the sensation that something had stirred to life within him.’171 This is 
the first time in In Blood Only that Severus has openly acknowledged to himself that he 
might care for Harry, and that Harry’s being his son has some meaning. Severus is also 
forced to acknowledge here that caring for someone also involves risk. In this case, 

                                                
168 In Blood Only, Ch. 16. 
169 In Blood Only, Ch. 30. 
170 In Blood Only, Ch. 30. 
171 In Blood Only, Ch. 30. 
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Harry’s being his son has put both of them at risk of retaliation from Lucius Malfoy. 
That this admission takes until the thirtieth chapter of In Blood Only suggests that there 
is nothing natural or obvious about caring for one’s blood relations or about becoming a 
family. Rather, the family is constructed through shared experience despite the 
expectations influenced by normative family ideology focussed on blood relationships.  

This emphasis on shared experience is reinforced when, after Severus and Harry 
have together defeated their adversaries, Severus comes to retrieve Harry from his 
summer at the Dursleys’, and Harry reflects on what he understands family to mean to 
him now. 

 
He didn’t know if it was merely because he was leaving, or if it was his 

knowledge that he had a family of his own now… But for some reason, he 
didn’t feel that old hatred for the Dursleys. 

Once he’d resented the mistreatment by the very people who were 
supposed to love him. Now that he had a family and people he loved… [t]hey 
[the Dursleys] really meant nothing to him now; their importance was gone 
along with their power.172 

 
Harry’s musings still recognise the ideological importance of biological relatedness in 
creating a family, but he understands that it is not the sole criteria for constituting a 
family, and that family feeling emerges from shared experience and ‘protective 
factors.’173 Rather than being a distasteful outlier, the Dursleys’ lack of affection for 
Harry, their blood relative, is a faultline within a text that otherwise conforms to the 
normative understanding of the link between biology, affection and family feeling. In 
Blood Only’s reimagining of the family in Potter thus makes visible the ideological 
assumptions about the family at work in the source text, but also foregrounds a non-
normative family formation, defined by more than blood and traditional kinship.  

The Role of ʻHomeʼ in Constructing the Family 
Blood Magic deals explicitly with the idea of what defines a family, and what 

actions, expectations and obligation are associated with it. In Blood Magic, Harry and 
Severus come to a peaceable relationship quite quickly, although various conflicts, both 
internal and external, arise to test and strengthen this relationship throughout the eighty-
four chapter epic fanfic. However, while they soon come to a formal accord and 
acknowledge their relationship as father and son, it takes some time for them to become 

                                                
172 In Blood Only, Ch. 45. 
173 John Kornfield and Laurie Prothro, “Comedy, Quest, and Community: Home and 
Family in Harry Potter,” Critical Perspectives on Harry Potter, 2nd ed., Ed. Elizabeth E. 
Heilman (Hoboken: Taylor & Francis, 2008), p. 125 quoting Jane F. Gilgun, “Mapping 
Resilience as Process Among Adults with Childhood Adversities,” The Dynamics of 
Resilient Families, Eds. Hamilton I. McCubbin, Elizabeth A. Thompson, Anne I. 
Thompson and Jo A. Futrell (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1999). 
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comfortable with each other and to express affection. Throughout this learning process 
they are forced constantly to redefine their expectations of what it means to be a family, 
and to be a father or a son.  

 As Blood Magic progresses, Harry and Severus’s redefinition of family comes 
to include the idea of ‘home’. The role of the home in the construction of the family is 
signalled by Pierre Bourdieu in his description of some of the key words around which 
the normative family is constructed as an institution and as an ideology. He writes that: 

 
The dominant, legitimate definition of the normal family (which may be explicit, 
as it is in law, or implicit, in for example the family questionnaires used by state 
statistical agencies) is based on a constellation of words – house, home, 
household, maison, maisonnée – which, while seeming to describe social reality, 
in fact construct it. On this definition, the family is a set of related individuals 
linked either by alliance (marriage) or filiation, or, less commonly, by adoption 
(legal relationship), and living under the same roof (cohabitation).174 

 
Home emerges as one of the important strands in the way Severus and Harry in Blood 
Magic come to understand and construct their family. 

The connections outlined between home, family and Hogwarts in the previous 
chapter are explored in Blood Magic. Shortly after Harry and Severus discover they are 
related, Severus comes to visit Harry at the Dursleys’, still reeling from the knowledge 
that Lily conceived by means of the Herem ritual and then hid it from him, and that he 
has a Half-blood son. He finds Harry incarcerated behind the heavily locked door to his 
room, dirty and malnourished. Rather than rescuing his newly discovered son, Severus 
challenges him to escape from the Dursleys on his own, promising that if Harry is able 
to do so, he will make sure Dumbledore allows Harry to stay at Hogwarts for the 
remainder of the summer. Harry is eager to escape from the Dursleys’ house, a place 
that, despite the blood protections and the presence of his biological family, he has 
never considered home. Harry makes his escape, during which, unbeknownst to him, his 
aunt and cousin die in a car crash, bringing down the blood protections around their 
house. While Harry journeys to Hogwarts, the Dursleys’ house comes under attack by 
Death Eaters, leading the Order of the Phoenix, including Severus, to believe Harry is 
dead or captured. Upon Harry’s arrival at Hogwarts he finds Severus mad with worry 
and guilt at not having taken him from the Dursleys when he had the opportunity. 
Dumbledore, realising that their animosity has become detrimental to the Order’s efforts 
against Voldemort, requests that the two of them live together for the rest of the summer 
so that they will get to know each other and overcome their mutual dislike. 

                                                
174 Pierre Bourdieu, “On the Family as a Realized Category,” Theory, Culture & Society 
13.3 (1996), p. 19. 
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Unlike In Blood Only, in Blood Magic Severus and Harry quickly grow to have 
some measure of ‘family feeling’ for each other, although this makes keeping their 
newly discovered relationship a secret more difficult. On Severus’s part this family 
feeling is initially expressed through his unappreciated attempts to exert paternal control 
over what Harry is wearing and over Harry’s smoking, a habit he has picked up over the 
holidays to deal with hunger. However, Severus and Harry’s emotional closeness also 
grows as they become more comfortable with each other; they discuss their shared past, 
how they got to this point, and begin to explore how they feel about their relationship. 
By engaging in this emotional bonding, both Severus and Harry begin to feel as if they 
have a home together. Harry, who thinks of Hogwarts as his ‘real’ home, already has an 
existing emotional connection to it, which perhaps influences the speed with which he 
accepts Severus’s quarters as home and therefore Severus as family. When the summer 
holidays end, Harry discovers his trunk has been returned to his dorm in Gryffindor 
House. He runs down to Severus’s quarters to make sure that his bedroom is still there, 
that he still has a place, a home, with his father. Severus assures Harry that he ‘will have 
a room as long as I am here’.175 The connections drawn between family and home are 
also reinforced later in the text. After the secret of his biological paternity has been 
revealed to some of his friends, Harry tries to explain to Ron the importance of his room 
in Severus’s quarters: 

 
“It’s not that I don't like Gryffindor,” Harry tried. “I love my house. But I 

need to be so many things, there ... I just wish I could leave it all, now and then.” 
“But none of us can, mate,” Ron argued readily. “We’re staying here. 

Our families are other places. During term, Gryffindor is our home.” 
Harry nodded. “That’s true. But I've never had a real home, before, not 

with anyone who cared about me. Less than four weeks isn't enough, really.”176 
 
This excerpt highlights the complex ways that the ideology of family is entangled with 
the concept of the home and makes explicit the elements that define family and home 
for Harry. Most of Harry’s own feelings align with the dominant normative family 
ideology, so Blood Magic’s critical intervention is not in any outright opposition to 
normative family ideology. Rather, Blood Magic makes visible the work that goes into 
creating family feeling and suggests how this work is connected to both the concept and 
the physical reality of home.  

                                                
175 GatewayGirl, “Blood Magic,” Fiction Alley, First published 13 June 2003, completed 
20 September 2004. Accessed 13 September 2003. 
<http://www.fictionalley.org/authors/gatewaygirl/BM.html/>, Ch. 26. 
176 Blood Magic, Ch. 61. 
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Care in Family Formation  
Blood Magic, as the above excerpt shows, also highlights care as a key 

component in constructing a family and family feeling. ‘Care’ in this case, does not 
mean the same thing as affection, although the two overlap. Rather, I use the concept of 
‘care’ more in the sense of ‘taking care of,’ with the attendant implications of duty, 
obligation, responsibility and protection. To care for each other is to perform these acts 
of caring with affection. The role of care in family relations is outlined by the characters 
in Blood Magic when Severus and Harry are first told by Dumbledore they must live 
together. Neither Harry or Severus is happy, Harry, due to the perceived closeness and 
supervision of such a living relationship, and Severus, due to the perceived obligations 
for care that such an arrangement would raise. They discuss their expectations and 
problems in the following exchange. 

 
“Have you gone mad?” Snape hissed. Harry had to admit to a similar 

thought. “I am totally unsuited to the keeping of a pet rat, never mind a boy!” … 
“Just think,” Harry contributed perversely. “You can’t be worse than my 

last guardians.” 
"Can't I?" Snape threatened. 
Harry refused to be intimidated. “You won’t be,” he said. “I have people 

to go to, here.” He shrugged. “If you let me have food and decent clothes and 
don't force me to do dangerous things, you're one up on the Dursleys. I’m not 
expecting affection, or anything.” 

And that, he thought, was painfully true. The older he got, the more 
clearly he understood that, at some point in his life, he should have been able to 
expect that. 

Snape nodded curtly. “Certainly, I can provide you with acceptable 
shelter and regular meals, as could anyone at Hogwarts. However, you are right 
not to expect any significant interaction. I can assure you that I have neither the 
capability nor the will to act either as a parent or as a companion.”177 

 
This description is what one might call a ‘bare bones’ family and demonstrates the 
characters’ understanding of what ‘family’ means for them at this point in the text. 
Harry’s limited expectations of food, clothing and safety demonstrate that biological 
relatedness is not always the best way to construct a family as it is no guarantor of 
affection. Severus and Harry’s agreed familial obligations at this time are minimal and 
grudging; they do not consider themselves family at this point, despite their proven 
biological connection.  

In Blood Magic it is around care, rather than affection, that Severus and Harry’s 
family relationship is constructed. Although Severus and Harry share some affection for 

                                                
177 Blood Magic, Ch. 9. 
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each other, Harry defines his family with Severus as one primarily based on care and 
obligation, as illustrated in the following excerpt, which takes place just after Severus 
has responded negatively to a show of physical affection from Harry: 

 
[Severus] “I certainly don't deserve such a thing, and you should be more 

judicious in your affection.” 
“Some things are just free,” Harry said fiercely. “I do not owe you 

anything for having conceived me -- not affection, or obedience, or gratitude, or 
any of those things -- and you do not need some banking of favors or virtue for 
me to love you. That just is.” 

… “So why do you obey me?” [Severus] pressed, “If you don't feel I'm 
owed that? You have ceded to things you consider unreasonable.” 

“I said I don't owe you anything for conceiving me. I do owe you 
something for taking care of me -- more than you're required to, I mean. The 
Dursleys never took care of me more than they were required to.”178 

 
Although Severus and Harry still struggle to express affection, here they have come to a 
consensus that they are a family, and agree on some elements of what being a family 
means, the definition of which has evolved since the beginning of Blood Magic, when 
Harry and Severus agreed that providing adequate food and clothing, and not placing 
Harry in danger was all that was necessary. This evolution shows that individual 
families do not automatically conform to normative family ideology but, rather, are an 
unstable social formation that changes over time, based on the efforts and actions of its 
members.  

 Care in Blood Magic is also the means by which Harry explores the ways in 
which those who are not related by blood can be family. Harry's complex family 
formation, in that he essentially has two fathers, one adoptive and one biological, means 
that he must consider what family means more deeply, and move beyond simple 
biological relatedness. In Blood Magic Harry comes to identify close friends as family, 
and refers to Hermione as family on at least one occasion, even after their failed 
romantic relationship. Remus Lupin, who has returned to the Defence Against the Dark 
Arts professorship for the year, is also someone through whom a more encompassing 
idea of family emerges. Some background on the characters’ history in Blood Magic is 
necessary to understand the context of this analysis. In GatewayGirl’s reimagination of 
Potter, bisexuality and homosexuality go largely uncommented on in the magical world 
and Severus is shown to be unproblematically bisexual. During their adolescent years at 
Hogwarts Severus had had a romantic relationship with Remus. The relationship ended 
when Sirius tricked Severus into discovering Remus was a werewolf, putting Severus at 
risk of death or becoming a werewolf himself. Feeling betrayed by Remus for keeping 

                                                
178 Blood Magic, Ch. 47. 
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this secret from him, especially as they were sexually active and he was at risk of 
infection, Severus developed a hatred for Remus and for werewolves more generally.179 
After Remus and Severus’s break up, Severus and Lily, who had become friends 
through Remus during that time, developed a romantic relationship and got engaged. 
They broke off the engagement and the relationship when Severus proved unable to 
control his bigotry against Muggle-borns. This was Severus’s motivation in asking Lily 
and James for Herem – he did not, in fact, want an heir, but rather wanted to prove to 
Lily that he did not disdain her non-magical ancestry and was willing to conceive a half-
blood child with her.180  

In Blood Magic these past entanglements, the remnants of emotions, still have 
an effect on all of the characters’ actions. Severus still loves Lily, and both loves and 
despises Remus in equal measure. Remus, with the death of Sirius, has lost all 
connections to his past friends but Severus (for whom he still has feelings) and Harry, 
the son of two of his closest friends. Even after Severus is revealed to be Harry’s 
biological father, Remus’s familial feelings towards Harry do not change, and when he 
is concerned about Harry’s fledgling friendship with Draco Malfoy he expresses his 
concern to Severus. Remus tells Severus that he would hate to see Harry manipulated by 
Draco as Severus was by Draco’s father Lucius, and that ‘Harry is ... well, not like my 
own child, but the closest thing I will ever have to a young kinsman.’181 Severus, still 
mired in his old hatred for Remus, finds his affection offensive and responds angrily to 
him: 

 
A rising anger spilled over -- “Harry is NONE OF YOUR KIN!” Severus 

found he had screamed the last, loudly and roughly enough to hurt his throat. 
“I won’t have children, Severus,” Remus said, keeping his voice nearly 

steady. “With one of my sisters dead and the other estranged from me, I won't 
have nephews and nieces. As Lily's child -- as James's fostered child -- Harry 
holds that place in my heart.” Remus shuddered visibly. “Even as yours,” he 
added hesitantly. “Don’t you know any child of yours would be dear to me?”182 

  

                                                
179 This event and Severus’s subsequent hatred of Remus and werewolves is covered in 
the source text, although there is no implied friendship or relationship between Severus 
and Remus, and Sirius’s motivations are explained as simply wanting to scare Severus 
with a ‘prank’. It is also this event that changed James Potter, who rescued Severus 
from Sirius’s prank, from an arrogant bully into someone that Lily Evans would 
consider dating. The lack of adequate punishment meted to Sirius (he was not expelled 
or reported because that would reveal Remus’s lycanthropy) also supported Severus’s 
belief that certain people were favoured within the school and turned him further 
towards Voldemort. 
180 Blood Magic, Ch. 61. 
181 Blood Magic, Ch. 44. 
182 Blood Magic, Ch. 44. 
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Within the world of Blood Magic Remus will not have children (whether or not this is 
his own choice is unclear) and is estranged from his biological family of origin,183 so he 
considers the children of his close friends to be his own kin. He also alludes to his and 
Severus’s past romantic relationship, which, in part due to Harry's influence on Severus, 
they eventually rekindle at the end of Blood Magic and which has allowed him to deal 
with many of the events of the past that had left him so bitter and angry. This suggests 
further potential iterations of their family with Remus in role of possible step-father, 
and the emerging idea of same-sex parenting.  

Social and Biological Fatherhood 
The above examples from Blood Magic suggest that not only is family socially 

and ideologically constructed beyond the limits of biology, but that parenting, a key 
activity of the family as an institution, should also be reconsidered as an ideological act. 
David Cheal writes that ‘[p]arenting is a complex social experience that varies from 
time to time and in different places, and according to the particular family involved. 
Although it appears to be a natural, biological phenomenon, it is in fact socially 
constructed.’184 Cheal further argues that parenting ‘reflects dominant ideas about 
children and about relationships between parents and children, and these ideas in turn 
are influenced by the culture of a society and by its dominant social institutions.’185 If, 
as I have argued prior to this, institutions are those cultural sites within which ideology 
is reproduced then it is logical to suggest that the act of parenting, and the role of the 
parent, is influenced by ideology and therefore open to ideological critique. 

Parenting, in particular the limits of biology, is explicitly addressed in Blood 
Magic in the complex tangle of relationships around Harry, James and Severus. James, 
in his letter to Harry, referred to himself as Harry's ‘home-father’, which appears to be a 
version of adopted father, and is the man Harry has also always called ‘Dad’ prior to the 
discovery of his biological paternity. Once he learns that Severus is his father, he begins 
to call James by his first name more, and eventually begins to refer to Severus as 
‘father’, which neither of them find completely satisfactory. 

 
                                                

183 It is implied that Remus is estranged from his family because he is a werewolf. This 
is likely due to the level of prejudice and fear that werewolves in the magical world 
engender (as evidenced by Remus being unable to hold a job and being sacked when it 
becomes known he is a werewolf in Prisoner of Azkaban). It is not clear in Blood Magic 
whether Remus has chosen not to have children due to lack of opportunity, the prejudice 
against and fear of werewolves and concern that this might be visited on any child of 
his, or as a result of legislation such as the Werewolf Registration Act brought into law 
in Blood Magic that outlaws werewolves from having children. Remus does eventually 
have a child in the source text (Deathly Hallows, which was published after Blood 
Magic was written) and during his wife’s pregnancy he reveals that his fear of infecting 
a child genetically with lycanthropy was one reason he had planned not to have 
children. 
184 David Cheal, Families in Today’s World: A Comparative Approach (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2008), p. 96. 
185 Cheal, p. 96. 
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“You don't call me ‘Dad.’ That's what you call James.” [Severus] 
shrugged. 

Harry considered this for a minute, while he struggled for words. “It 
was....” Watching Severus carefully, he said, “It took a while to work out the 
ways he was still my father.” 

“Ah. And?” 
“Through my mum, in defiance of Voldemort, in hope and fear, by love 

... in all ways, by choice.” 
Black eyes flickered down, then up. “Blood or no, I also chose to be your 

father.” 
Harry smiled. “I know.” He glanced down. “Um ... are you my dad, 

then?” 
A smile, brief, but unmistakable, flickered across his father's face. “If 

that suits you.” He glared briefly. “Not in class.”186  
 

This excerpt acknowledges that parenting is not only a biological relationship, but a 
social and practical one. Harry uses the same criteria with which to designate both 
James and Severus as fathers, regardless of biological relatedness. Just as James is a 
‘dad’ to Harry because he cared for him and loved him, so Severus only becomes a 
‘dad’ when his care and love for Harry are practiced and acknowledged, and not solely 
because of their biological relatedness.  

The question of how one can be a father and what this might mean beyond 
biology is also addressed in depth in Vingilot's Skin Deep. This fanfic offers a very 
different characterisation of Harry, rewriting much of Harry’s experience with the 
Dursleys. In Skin Deep the Harry Potter we see in the Potter source text is merely a 
public face for the real Harry, whose sexual abuse at the hands of Vernon Dursley has 
resulted in both physical and emotional trauma, leaving him very small for his age and 
with an aversion to physical touch and emotional disclosure. The close support from his 
friends Ron and Hermione, and beginning a relationship with Ron’s brother Bill, has 
allowed Harry to overcome some of the worst effects of his abuse, but he still has 
trouble trusting men and cannot handle physical contact. To protect himself both from 
Vernon and from anyone else who seeks to touch him, Harry develops a series of 
magical tattoos which can repel touch and injure anyone who attempts to hurt him. 
Embodying this magic in the tattoos allows him to protect himself outside Hogwarts, 
where students are not allowed to perform magic with their wands. Only a few chosen 
people, including Ron, Hermione, Bill, and the Hogwarts healer Madame Pomfrey, 
know of his tattoos and may touch him.  

Skin Deep begins shortly after Harry has completed his protective tattoos during 
his sixth year of school. He has been sent back to the Dursleys for the summer holidays, 
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where Vernon Dursley attempts to rape him again. The tattoos function correctly and 
incapacitate Vernon, and the Dursleys expel Harry from their home for good. He 
retreats to Hogwarts, hoping to find Albus Dumbledore sympathetic to his plight, and is 
surprised when Albus orders him to return to the Dursleys. In Skin Deep Dumbledore is 
aware of Harry’s abuse during his childhood, but chooses to leave him with the 
Dursleys, believing that he will become strong through suffering. Leaving Harry 
without close support systems in the magical world also renders him easier for 
Dumbledore to control. Vingilot’s Dumbledore is therefore not happy to discover that 
Harry has left the Dursleys, and in the following discussion reveals his knowledge of 
Harry’s abuse, losing Harry’s trust completely. In an attempt, perhaps designed to 
regain Harry’s trust or alternatively to encourage Harry to seek his protection from a 
seemingly worse alternative, Dumbledore reveals to Harry that Severus Snape is his 
biological father. Dumbledore’s plan backfires, however, when Severus and Harry form 
a tentative bond and are able to escape Hogwarts and Dumbledore's manipulations for 
the hidden Snape Manor, where they have the chance to get to know each other and 
develop their relationship. 

Unlike Blood Magic and In Blood Only, Skin Deep suggests that a natural 
affinity and emotional bond exists between close relatives. This is evidenced in both the 
thoughts of the characters and the speed at which they develop family feeling. The 
questions this fanfic addresses with regard to the institution of the normative family and 
the ideology that supports it are therefore not focussed on whether biology can equal 
family, but instead centre around what kind of emotional bonds define the family. Trust 
is a key element of these bonds; and following the disclosure that Severus is his father, 
Harry considers whether he ought to trust him or not:  

 
It seems you already do trust [Severus], at least somewhat [Harry] countered to 
himself. Could that be true? Did he already trust him? He realized to his dismay 
that Snape had already made it inside his tiny circle of trust … Maybe he did 
want a father…just a little.187  
 

Due to Harry's past experience of abuse by adult men, trust is vital to his understanding 
of family and, particularly, of fatherhood. However, despite this inability to trust men, 
Harry is able to trust Severus shortly after learning that he is his father, and Severus 
likewise begins to care for Harry very quickly. This suggests that the biological 
connection Severus and Harry share is more important than other factors in deciding 
how to define family. While recognition of fatherhood appears to be based solely on 
biological relatedness in Skin Deep, thus conforming to Belsey’s description of the role 
of blood in the normative family, the family in Skin Deep is expanded to include those 

                                                
187 Vingilot, “Skin Deep,” Fanfiction.net, first published 5 August 2005, completed 27 
July 2007. Accessed 28 September 2010. 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/868808/Vingilot/>, Ch. 7. 
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without biological connections. Those who have cared for Harry and whom he  trusts, 
such as Hermione, Ron and Bill, he considers family already.    

It is the recognition that he trusts Severus almost immediately that allows Harry 
to think of the man as his father and pursue a relationship with him after discovering 
their biological connection. In deciding whether or not to trust Severus, and whether 
Severus should be considered his father, Harry observes that simply being ‘family’ does 
not guarantee those elements of protection and affection so often associated with the 
institution, and that fathers in particular (given his previous negative experiences with 
men) are a threat: ‘He had seen quite enough of how families treated each other in his 
life at the Dursleys’. But no, he thought, families were not all like that. Mr. Weasley 
never hurt any of his children.’188 This acknowledges that many families, including 
Harry’s own in the form of the Dursleys, while conforming to normative family 
ideology in their structure and appearance, can nonetheless be harmful to their 
members. One implication of this is that problems within the normative family, 
including domestic violence and sexual abuse, may be rendered invisible through a 
family’s outward conformity to ideological norms.189 This is explored in Blood Magic, 
where Harry’s abuse, although not as severe as in Skin Deep, is considered 
‘unthinkable’ by those around him, who cannot believe that the Dursleys could behave 
in such a way towards their own ‘flesh and blood’.190 In this sense, the definition of 
family in Skin Deep is normative as it conforms to the idea that families ought to hold 
affection for one another, but it questions this assumption through its depiction of intra-
familial violence, challenging the naturalisation of family affection in normative family 
ideology. 

Early in Skin Deep both Harry and Severus agree that they would like to build a 
family, initiated by the knowledge that they are father and son. However, neither of 
them has very much experience with happy or ‘functional’ families, and they feel 
unable to perform the roles of father or son. Harry acknowledges his problem and asks 
his lover, Bill Weasley, the oldest Weasley child, how he might go about being a son to 
Severus. Bill is initially amused by the question, as Severus has only just approached 
him for advice on how to be a father. Bill tells Harry that it ‘will come naturally. Don’t 
force yourself to do anything you don’t want to. Treat him like a good friend who is 
older than you until you feel comfortable treating him like a father. … Trust me, it will 
come.’191 The Weasleys, as noted in the previous chapter, form the emotional centre of 
the source text and are an example of a ‘good’ family. Potter uses the contrast between 
the Weasleys and the Dursleys to demonstrate how and how not to conduct family 

                                                
188 Skin Deep. Ch. 7. 
189 This is largely the case in the source text. Although there are dysfunctional and 
possibly abusive families in the source text, those affected by them, apart from Harry, 
emerge deeply flawed and are often portrayed as villains or ‘black sheep,’ such as Sirius 
Black. 
190 Blood Magic, Ch. 16. 
191 Skin Deep, Ch. 14. 
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life.192 Thus, within the text, advice from the Weasleys about family holds a privileged 
place. Here, Bill advises Harry that being a son will come naturally, although the very 
fact that Harry is asking him this question contradicts that assertion.  

Legal Definition of the Family 
A further indication that the family is not a natural or easy social formation is 

evidenced by the role that political and judicial institutions play in defining and 
managing the family. Beatrice Gottlieb suggests that juridical decisions are a good place 
to look for ideological statements about the family, with a particular focus on child-
custody cases.193 She argues that such decisions reveal an ideological preoccupation 
with individuality, the rights of biological parents, particularly mothers, and the belief 
that the decision should be made for the benefit of the child.194 Nancy L. Fischer 
likewise refers to juridical decision-making, and argues that courts are still hesitant to 
recognise non-biological parents' claims, and still define the titles ‘father’ and ‘mother’ 
as a biological rather than social fact.195 The expanding vocabulary used to refer to non-
biological parents and their families – non-bio-, step-, half-, adoptive, foster – further 
reinforces this aspect of family ideology. These implications are explored and 
assumptions about what constitutes a ‘real’ family are made visible in Severitus 
fanfiction, especially in those fanfics in which it becomes necessary for Severus to take 
formal legal custody of Harry. 

Blood Magic, Snape's Vocation and Skin Deep all involve legal disputes over 
custody and who is responsible for Harry's guardianship. While in Skin Deep Harry’s 
custody is transferred through documents signed by the Dursleys, in both Blood Magic 
and Snape's Vocation Harry and Severus are subjected to a legal hearing to determine 
not whether Severus is a suitable parent, but whether he is indeed Harry’s father.196 The 
ideological assumption at work in these trials is that custody should automatically be 
awarded to the child's biological parent over any other claimants. This is referred to by 
Dumbledore earlier in the fanfic when he notes his own preference that Harry stay with 
Severus, and he is confident of their success at the upcoming trial because ‘wizarding’ 
law is ‘inflexible on this’ – children being placed with their closest biological 
relatives.197 This is made explicit in the trial in Blood Magic, when the Minister of 
Magic, Cornelius Fudge, objects to custody of Harry being given to Severus: ‘Records? 

                                                
192 Alston, p. 2. 
193 Beatrice Gottlieb, The Family in the Western World from the Black Death to the 
Industrial Age (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 229. 
194 Gottlieb, p. 229. 
195 Nancy L. Fischer, “Oedipus Wrecked? The Moral Boundaries of Incest,” Gender and 
Society (2003) 17.1, p. 95. 
196 They are also subject to trial in Skin Deep but it is not a trial regarding Harry's 
paternity, although this matter is raised, and their goal is to prove that Harry, now 
known as Tallis Snape, was never Harry Potter at all. 
197 Dumbledore does note, however, that these laws have led to decisions in the past that 
have bothered him, because, of course, the biological parent is not always the best 
guardian for a child, even if that is true in this case. 
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You can't be serious! You'll give this ... Death Eater the Boy-Who-Lived if his records 
are in order?’ To which the presiding official responds: ‘The law is clear, Fudge. 
Parents of blood have precedence, unless active abuse or endangerment is clearly 
demonstrated.’198 The court views both the original Herem contract between James and 
Severus, as well as the Potters’ will, which acknowledges Harry’s paternity, and 
chooses to reject the Ministry’s application for Harry’s guardianship, thereby giving 
Severus his parental rights over Harry and acknowledging this before the court. Harry’s 
opinion is also asked, and he recognises Severus as his father verbally as well as 
symbolically by cutting his hair, a gesture based on cultural norms within 
GatewayGirl’s reimagination of the magical world in which long hair on a male 
indicates that he is the senior man in the family. 

In Snape’s Vocation Harry’s custody is decided based on a spell which reveals a 
person’s biological parents by showing their images in a pair of mirrors. After an 
attempt to corrupt the process during the trial so that custody would be awarded to the 
Ministry of Magic over Severus, the spell is cast successfully, with Lily and Severus 
appearing in the mirrors. Severus reacts strongly to the image of his son’s biological 
mother, a woman he has not thought of in many years: 

 
Snape’s eyes were fixed, not on his own face in the mirror, not even his son's 
excited countenance, but on Lily Potter’s shining image. There was a soft smile 
on her face, as if she knew a secret no-one else shared, and for just a moment as 
her image began to fade Snape imagined he saw one other image in the mirror, a 
lean brown hand that rested on her shoulder. She almost appeared to be laying 
her cheek to the back of that hand as the image faded and disappeared utterly.199 
 

It is then announced that Harry Potter is the legal and physical son of Severus Snape 
and Lily Potter, née Evans, and that the finding may not be challenged again under 
‘Wizarding Law’.200 Despite the certainty of magical law, the spell’s allusion to James 
Potter's role in Harry's conception, suggested by the presence of the ‘lean brown hand’ 
on Lily’s shoulder, disrupts the assumed absolute nature of biological paternity, 
although only Severus and Dumbledore understand its significance. When challenged 
by Dumbledore as to the paternity of her child in Mine, Lily tells him that ‘My husband 
gave me Harry, sir. With all his love,’ leading Dumbledore to speculate that love has its 
own power, even over such apparent biological certainties as parenthood.201 

                                                
198 Blood Magic, Ch. 82. 
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Magic, Biology and the Family 
While Gillian Middleton’s Mine and Snape’s Vocation disrupt the biological 

certainty of the normative family in Severitus fanfiction, biology, in the form of ‘blood’ 
ancestry and kinship, is a recurring theme through which omissions and inconsistencies 
regarding family in the source text are explored. In the section on ‘Family in the 
Narrative Logic of Harry Potter’ in the previous chapter I suggested that these faultlines 
in the source text lie chiefly in the inconsistent portrayal of the importance of blood and 
heredity, and the lack of explicit acknowledgement of the role that family plays in 
determining social and cultural belonging.  These ideological faultlines are made most 
clearly visible in In Blood Only through E.M. Snape’s creation of the magical field of 
‘kinship curses’. While forced to stay in Severus’s home, Harry discovers a book called 
Kinship and Related Curses which allows the caster to curse a member of their family 
through their kinship connection. Harry realises that his newly discovered father comes 
from a group of pure-blood families who support Voldemort, and is therefore likely to 
be closely related to other Death Eaters, including Bellatrix Lestrange, the woman who 
murdered Sirius. Harry plans to use the curses in the book to obtain revenge for Sirius’s 
death, but when Severus discovers him reading it, he bans the book, as Severus believes 
Harry plans to curse him. Severus allows Harry to read the book only after discovering 
the extent of Harry’s abuse by the Dursleys, believing that they, rather than himself, will 
be the target. Severus’s only advice is not to use anything  ‘life-threatening…You don’t 
want to go to Azkaban for killing a Muggle.’202 

However, using the book is not as easy as Harry had hoped. Harry is searching 
for a curse sufficiently horrible to pay Bellatrix back for the death of his godfather, but 
the book’s spells become weaker as the relationship between the caster and the family 
member becomes more distant. Bellatrix, now related to him through Severus, is still 
rather distant203 and he cannot find a strong enough spell to satisfy him: ‘To cast any of 
the spells I want to use, I’d have to marry this person first. And that's never going to 
happen.’204 Luckily, Lucius Malfoy proves himself willing to help. Upon discovering 
Harry205 with the book, Lucius fondly recounts his son Draco’s use of the book to make 
himself and his wife infertile. Now, he eagerly takes the opportunity to help another 
young man, close to his son’s age, explore the darker side of magic. Lucius explains to 
Harry that the book Harry is reading is ‘a watered down anthology of older, more potent 
curses,’ and that ‘[o]ften you can apply the same spell they claim here is directed at a 

                                                
202 In Blood Only, Ch. 12. 
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204 In Blood Only, Ch. 15. 
205 Septimus, as he is known to Lucius at this point. 
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father, to a son, a brother, even a cousin. It's the bond of family and the degree of blood 
relation that matters, not the specific target.’206 He goes on to say that even the blood 
component is not reliable, but rather it is the ‘family connection’ that imbues the spell 
with power, and that such a curse could be used as easily on one’s wife as one’s father. 

While couched in magical terms, this exchange reveals that magic operates not 
only on the biological link between related individuals, but also on the social ones. This 
reinforces the idea that kinship, like the family, is still a social convention. Gottlieb’s 
analogy between kinship and adulthood resonates here: the kinship recognised by the 
spell is biological, but also social, and is ‘filtered through value systems and social 
usage.’207 This explanation of kinship curses also supports the importance of marriage as 
part of the definition of kin. Marriage, according to the magical rules of kinship curses, 
is equivalent to being related by blood.208 The comparison Malfoy makes between 
applying the curse to one’s father as easily as one’s wife indicates that, in this narrative, 
members of the immediate nuclear family are considered equally closely related, 
regardless of whether that be through marriage or through blood. 

While an understanding of family in the magical world of In Blood Only is 
revealed through Lucius’s explanation of the spells’ mechanism, the text contains 
further assumptions about the magical world and the use of magic which Harry 
discovers when he first uses the curse. Harry deploys it as part of a plan he has devised 
with Severus, which involves using Voldemort to remove Lucius from Severus’s home 
so that Harry may return to Hogwarts safely. It requires that Harry bait Lucius into 
using one of the ‘Unforgivables,’209 which Lucius has already proven ready to resort to, 
at which point Severus will claim that this flagrant use of illegal curses threatens his 
position as a spy and will request that Malfoy be sent elsewhere. Harry decides to test a 
kinship curse on Lucius, both to goad him into attacking and as practice for a more 
deadly curse on Bellatrix, who, being Lucius’s sister-in-law, is related to Harry by a 
similar degree. Harry’s blood boiling curse is successful, but once he releases it he finds 
himself experiencing the same effects. This is because, as Lucius explains, ‘those curses 
we studied were written and devised by purebloods … There are inherent… what I 
suppose you might call 'safety measures', to protect purebloods from those of lesser 
birth who might attempt to wield them against us.’210 One of the criteria of kinship 
curses, Lucius informs Harry, is that the wielder have less ‘Muggle heritage’ than the 
victim. If Harry had also been a pure-blood, then the curse would not have rebounded. 
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Lucius is able to use this information to determine Harry’s level of ‘blood 
purity’: 

 
“Now, you're clearly no [M]udblood," Lucius noted softly. "Or the curse 

would have rebounded immediately. But you are a half-blood, or you would not 
be suffering now.” 

This was very, very bad. 
“So I wonder, my little friend,” Lucius drawled, settling back on his 

heels as if to relish Harry's situation from a better viewpoint, “Why would 
Severus, a Death Eater, an advocate of blood purity, shelter a half-blood in his 
abode?”211 
 

Harry, realising the danger this poses to Severus’s position as a spy among Voldemort’s 
ranks, quickly fakes shock and despair at this discovery, encouraging Malfoy to believe 
that he is the result of an affair between his mother and a non-pure-blood,212 which 
Lucius finds amusing: 

 
“This is just… beautiful,” Lucius sighed in pleasure. Clearly in Malfoy's view, 
learning oneself to be not only a half-blood, but also a bastard, ranked among 
the worst things that could ever happen to a wizard. “All those pretensions of 
yours towards dark magic… and look! You're merely a half-blood – barely even 
a wizard!”213 
 
Lucius’s response, suggesting that Harry is barely even a wizard, suggests that 

his understanding of belonging to magical society is limited solely to those with purely 
magical ancestry. Belonging to magical society is also implied by the conditions of the 
spell itself: Harry can use it, but not properly, thereby signalling incomplete belonging, 
while a Muggle-born witch or wizard, with no family connections within the magical 
world would have to be married to a pure-blood in order to cast a kinship curse, and 
even then it would rebound immediately. Thus, in In Blood Only even marriage, while it 
may be enough for outsiders to enter some societies, does not provide sufficient ground 
for belonging among blood purists, such as Lucius Malfoy and others who follow 
Voldemort. Harry’s outsider status in the magical world, as reimagined in In Blood 
Only, is further reinforced by the fact that he was unaware of the consequences and 
conditions of kinship curses, having not been raised in magical society despite 
possessing magical ancestry. That these consequences are built into kinship curses 
demonstrates the role that kinship and privilege have in determining who belongs to 
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magical society and who does not. The racism and exclusion inherent in this spell 
suggest that magic is also an ideological practice which, while making one a member of 
magical society, can also be used to enforce boundaries and ideologies of exclusion and 
racism/bigotry on behalf of the most privileged members of that society. The family's 
role in structuring a subject’s membership to tribe, race and nation is therefore also 
addressed.214  

The idea in In Blood Only that entire areas of knowledge or categories of spells 
are inaccessible to witches and wizards descended from or raised by non-magical people 
raises questions about how successful the integration of such witches and wizards is in 
the source text. Muggle-born witches and wizards, we are led to believe from the 
examples provided in Potter, may face some prejudice, but are able to assimilate into 
the magical world and choose to marry other witches or wizards, and have magical 
children. Given the cultural differences, lack of belonging, prejudice and connections to 
the non-magical world, it is surprising that all of the Muggle-born witches and wizards 
would choose this route. In Blood Only suggests that assimilation and belonging to the 
magical world is not so simple as the source text suggests: not only are there individuals 
(such as Lucius Malfoy) who do not want Muggle-borns to be part of the magical 
world, but magical practice itself excludes them. In Blood Only’s explication of the 
Kinship and Related Curses book through Lucius Malfoy also highlights the tenuous 
position of Muggle-born or Muggle-raised witches and wizards in the source text. While 
there is no evidence that the spells created by E.M. Snape exist in the source text, magic 
using blood has been used in the books, both to protect Harry, and to resurrect 
Voldemort. E.M. Snape’s addition of kinship curses builds on these aspects of the 
source text by suggesting a strong connection between blood and family, the 
significance of blood as a powerful magical conduit, and some of the ways in which 
inconsistent or incomplete ideologies of family and belonging are presented by the 
source text. 

Collectively considered, the tropes and generic conventions of Severitus 
fanfiction are particularly suited to denaturalising the family in Potter. This chapter has 
explored the ways that five Severitus fanfics reimagine and recreate the family from the 
Harry Potter series. Although the source text shows non-normative families and 
‘makeshift’ families of choice, Potter’s narrative ultimately privileges the normative 
family – heterosexual, reproductive, nuclear – over other alternatives. This is an 
ideological faultline within the source text, and Severitus fanfiction is written within the 
textual gaps thus created, asking questions of the institutions and ideologies endorsed by 
the source text. In such fanfiction, the normative family comes under critical scrutiny: in 
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particular, biological relatedness as the foundation of family feeling is questioned, and 
the process by which Severus and Harry form their family reveals it to be a cultural 
construct, rather than a natural and inevitable social formation. The related themes of 
home, care, parenting and legal understandings of the family also emerge as important 
elements in Severitus fanfiction, which makes visible family ideology in the source text. 
Thus, in representing non-normative families, Severitus fanfiction not only critically 
intervenes in the definition of family in the source text, but makes visible the 
ideological assumptions upon which those definitions are built. Given the importance of 
these definitions in determining which families are considered ‘real’ by the state and 
other institutions in contemporary society, questioning them in Severitus fanfiction 
surely counts as ideological criticism, and thus functions as an alternative critical 
modality.215 

Just as the family is supported by and in turn supports the state and other large 
ideological institutions, family ideology is also intertwined with ideologies of gender 
and sexuality. The importance of the normative family in Potter, the suggestion that it is 
the only ‘ideal, the epic end-point of the Odyssean journey of the fiction, at which home 
and family are recovered,’216 also ideologically limits both gender and sexuality. The 
normative family is built on heteronormativity and the binary gender system 
necessitated by this. Severitus fanfiction, by disrupting the ideology of the normative 
family, therefore also potentially raises questions about both heteronormativity and the 
patriarchal binary gender system. These implications are explored in the next chapter, 
which looks at gender and sexuality, in particular masculinity, in both the source text 
and Severitus fanfiction.   
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Section II - Masculinity
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Chapter Three: Patriarchy and Masculinity in 
Potter  

The previous chapters posit that Severitus fanfiction offers an alternative critical 
modality in its rewriting of the institution of the family. Harry’s discovery of and 
relationship with a living magical family member, his father, highlights both the 
ideological faultlines of the representations of the family in the source text and the 
ideological and constructed nature of the family as an ideological institution. 
Reproducing a culture’s ideologies of gender and sexuality is an important function of 
the family as an institution; it is these ideologies that are vital to reproducing the family 
in turn. It is therefore not surprising that fanfiction which focuses on the family is also 
in a position to explore the ideologies and understandings of gender and sexuality in the 
source text.  

In the next three chapters accordingly I further develop my argument that 
fanfiction can be read as an alternative critical modality to literary criticism, by 
applying a different critical lens to the same Severitus fanfiction that I analysed in the 
chapters focussed on the family. Rather than exploring the ways Severitus fanfiction 
offers a critical intervention into the representation of the family in the source text, this 
section of the thesis will explore the same fanfiction from a perspective that privileges 
its dialogue with the source text’s representation of gender and sexuality. This 
methodology of looking at the same texts through multiple lenses is influenced by the 
concept of the polysemous text, which Barthes explains is a text with multiple 
meanings.217 It is deployed here to suggest that not only can the source text be ‘read’ in 
a multitude of ways but also that fanfiction, likewise a type of text, is similarly open to 
a plurality of ‘readings’. 

With reference to fans’ relationships to source texts (which he refers to as ‘fan 
texts’), Cornel Sandvoss argues that  

 
[h]aving stated that all texts are polysemic, because they cannot carry a single, 
definitive meaning, this supposes that at the end of the spectrum polysemic texts 
allow for so many different readings that they can no longer be meaningfully 
described as polysemic. The notion of self-reflection in fandom suggests that 
some texts come to function as a blank screen on which fans’ self-image is 
reflected. These text are polysemic to a degree that they become neutrosemic – 
in other words, carry no inherent meaning. By ‘neutrosemy’ I describe the 
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semiotic condition in which a text allows for so many divergent readings that, 
intersubjectively, it does not have any meaning at all.218  

 
Although Sandvoss goes on to argue that neutrosemic readings are in fact a theoretical 
impossibility, the notion that source texts merely reflect an individual reader’s self-
image is problematic in the context of the argument of this thesis. If fanfiction is indeed 
polysemic, or even neutrosemic, then it is possible that readings of fanfiction may not, 
in fact, be critical at all. Such questioning of whether a text’s ideology can be 
discovered, or is instead dependent solely on the reader, is also explored by Alan 
McKee in his article “Is Doctor Who Political?” Using survey data, McKee explored 
whether fans of Doctor Who understood the text as having politics and found that if fans 
did read Doctor Who as political, they did so in such a way that it reflected their own 
politics, supporting Sandvoss’s notion of fan texts as neutrosemic.219  

Building on the work of Sandvoss and McKee, it is important to acknowledge 
that not all readings of Potter are critical. I suggest, however, that reading Potter 
fanfiction, in the context of its relationship to the source text, must be critical by 
definition. The process I have described as ‘reading the difference’ between the source 
text and fanfiction. The focused intertextuality between the source text and a fanfic 
highlights the differences between them, which necessarily leads to comparison of both 
texts by the reader. Such comparison, and the judgement that inevitably arises from it, is 
always already critical, whether readers interpret their approach in this way or not. 
Thus, while for Sandvoss and McKee different readers will interpret both the source 
text and individual fanfics differently, this does not negate the fact that the practice of 
reading the difference is inevitably a critical one. Rather, it merely suggests that there 
are as many critical readings as there are readers of fanfiction. Although in this thesis I 
have chosen to limit my readings of the source text to academic ones, and my readings 
of fanfiction to progressive ones, there exists the potential for numerous other critical 
approaches to the relationship between the source text and individual fanfics. 

The polysemous nature of fanfiction as both a fictional and a critical text 
distinguishes fanfiction as a critical tool from traditional academic literary criticism. 
Literary criticism, I suggest, is more purely critical. It is explicit in its intent and is less 
open to interpretation that is fanfiction - it is difficult to read, for example, a feminist 
critique of the representation of women in Harry Potter as a Marxist critique. However, 
the Severitus fanfic Blood Magic, through its narrative, characterisation and settings, 
has already been shown to offer an ideological critique of the normative family in 
Potter and will now be shown as also creating a critical dialogue with the source text 
around masculinities. The potential critical interpretations of fanfiction like Blood 
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Magic are, to a greater extent than those in traditional literary criticism, up to the reader. 
Rather than the singular logical clarity of the arguments provided by traditional 
academic literary criticism, the inherent multiplicity of a fictional text like fanfiction 
allows for more flexibility in interpretation on the part of the reader. 

This greater flexibility at once offers the fanfiction reader more diverse critical 
approaches to the source text while also making it possible for the reader to ignore or 
remain unaware of such critical interventions. For the purposes of this thesis I am 
particularly interested in the diverse ways in which fanfiction may be read as critical 
and analytical of the source text. The value of such a critical orientation is affirmed by 
Elizabeth E. Heilman and Trevor Donaldson in their analysis of Potter. They identify 
the books as ‘ideologically conservative’220 and succinctly outline the importance of 
critically examining such ideologies with regard to gender: 

 
Gender representations, like other forms of cultural ideology, both obscure and 
justify oppressive practices even though interpretations of the meaning of gender 
can be dynamic and multiple … Gender representations are personal ways to 
understand ourselves, others, and society but they are also impersonal reflections 
of macro-level power relations.221  
 

Heilman and Donaldson go on to suggest that while it is possible for readers to read a 
text from ‘multiple, contradictory and even transgressive positions,’ it is still an 
important job for criticism to reveal dominant and hegemonic ideologies and 
conventions.222 Fanfiction can also fulfil this critical role. In particular, as a 
manifestation of the polysemous text, fanfiction facilitates adoption of the multiple, 
contradictory and transgressive positions that Heilman and Donaldson identify. In 
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making such positions available, fanfiction can make visible for its readers the source 
text’s dominant ideologies, which are discovered through the process of reading the 
intertextual dialogue, or the fanfiction’s difference from the source text. This process 
makes visible and makes strange the ideological assumptions and faultlines of the 
source text. 

In the discussion which follows, I provide the critical and narrative context for 
an analysis of gender and sexuality in Severitus fanfiction that I will pursue further in 
the following two chapters. By singling out gender and sexuality here for special 
analysis distinct from my analysis of the family, I do not wish to suggest that criticism 
and analysis of the family and gender and sexuality are mutually exclusive; they are, in 
fact, closely related. Here, I build on my argument that the family is a key site of 
ideological reproduction by undertaking a closer examination of the processes by which 
ideologies of gender and sexuality are reproduced. Looking first, in this chapter, at the 
ways that gender and sexuality are at work in the Potter novels, I will then, in the 
following two chapters, explore the ways that gender and sexuality are reimagined and 
recreated in Severitus fanfiction, and the kind of critical dialogue that is built with the 
source text.   

Masculinity in Potter 
Opinion on the ideologies and representations of gender and sexuality in Potter 

has ranged from the celebratory to the extremely critical. Some scholars, such as Eliza 
T. Dresang, Ximeno Gallardo-C and C. Jason Smith, Mimi R. Gladstein and Krunoslav 
Mikulan argue that Potter is a feminist text and that the magical world of Harry Potter 
may in fact be a post-feminist world, in which sexism does not limit female characters’ 
potential.223 However, it has also been argued that the gender equality of the magical 
world is a façade, one which conceals limited, and for the most part traditional, 
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representations of gender roles and the family, a lack of sexual diversity and the central 
place of heroic masculinity in the text.224 

This spectrum is often acknowledged within a single article or book, and 
reminds us that there are always multiple potential interpretations of a text.225 Heilman 
and Donaldson, for example, argue that women in the Potter books are still 
‘marginalized, stereotyped, and even mocked’ and that ‘[t]he overall message related to 
power and gender … reflect[s], rather than challenge[s] the worst elements of the 
patriarchy.’226 They also, however, comment that despite the problems they have 
identified, ‘Harry Potter is a long and complex series with much going on and with 
multiple, contradictory, and even transgressive representations of gender,’ especially in 
the later books where female characters are more powerful and drawn more richly in 
comparison to the earlier books.227 Pugh and Wallace, in their article ‘Heteronormative 
Heroism and Queering the School Story in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter Series’ also 
critique the representation of women and femininity as well as masculinity in the text, 
arguing that ‘women and girls are presented in subservient and sexualized roles, and 
Harry’s own character is forced into a narrow action-hero role that requires the death or 
removal of any competitors.’228 While they critique the heterosexism and ideological 
support for dominant masculinity in Potter, Pugh and Wallace also point out that ‘the 
versions of sexism and heterosexism that we see in these books are certainly no more 
egregious than what is typical in most children’s literature and in the world from which 
they are drawn,’229 that there is little overt homophobia and that what sexism is present 
in the books is ‘muted by the depictions of female characters in positions of power.’230   

While it does not describe anything truly transgressive, Pugh and Wallace’s 
commentary does signal masculinity, and its relationship to heterosexuality and 
heterosexism, as an area of particular interest in Potter regarding gender. They argue 
that Potter ‘has not (at least in the first six books) shown us an emerging hero who 
learns anything about the operation of sexism and heterosexism in his world.’231 
Heilman and Donaldson also comment on the ways in which masculinity is represented 
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in the text, highlighting the conservative nature of the negative portrayals of non-
hegemonic masculinity in the text.232 To support their argument, they deploy R.W. 
Connell’s concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’: 

 
As Connell explains, ‘hegemonic’ signifies a position of cultural authority and 
leadership, not total dominance; other forms of masculinity persist alongside. 
The hegemonic form need not be the most common form of masculinity; it is 
simply the most valued. … Hegemonic masculinity is straight, strong, 
domineering, and oppresses not only women, but also the many men excluded 
from it.233 
 

They go on to offer a critique of the ways in which both hegemonic masculinity, 
embodied by Harry Potter himself, and non-hegemonic or ‘subordinated’ masculinities, 
are represented in the text. With regard to subordinated masculinities they make the 
compelling argument that these are identified in Potter through association with 
‘feminine’ appearance or performance. For example, Hagrid’s easy tears and Flitwick’s 
petite size and colourful drinks, are consistently presented to the reader in a negative 
fashion which ‘reinforce[s] the vilification of non-dominant masculinity and 
femininity.’234  

The concept of hegemonic masculinity is useful when discussing masculinity, as 
it emphasises not only the importance of recognising the diversity of masculinities, but 
also how these different masculinities relate to each other. As Connell writes: 

 
We must also recognize the relations between the different kinds of masculinity: 
relations of alliance, dominance and subordination. These relationships are 
constructed through practices that exclude and include, that intimidate, exploit, 
and so on. There is a gender politics within masculinity.235  
 

Connell also recognises the importance for masculinity of gender politics between men 
and women, and the implications of this for men and women who do not fit neatly into 
traditional gender norms. Masculinity, particularly hegemonic masculinity, is set up in 
opposition to femininity. Thus, those men who are perceived as having characteristics 
or behaviours defined as ‘feminine’ are placed in the category of subordinated 
masculinities. Connell’s primary example of a subordinated masculinity is homosexual 
masculinity, but he also mentions forms of heterosexual masculinity which are excluded 
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by virtue of their perceived connection to femininity, such as the ‘mother’s boy’ or the 
‘sissy’.236 

David Buchbinder’s work also explores the politics of gender and power within 
masculinity, using the term ‘dominant masculinity’ to convey something similar to 
Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity. Buchbinder highlights the existence of 
masculine hierarchies and the related competition for dominant masculinity when he 
comments that:  

 
[t]he experience of individual men also indicates that they daily operate under 
the assumption that they must show other men that they succeed where others 
fail, professionally, personally, sexually …  it [is not] surprising that they 
attempt to conceal or suppress elements which might betray them to other men 
as insufficiently manly.237 [original italics] 
 

This quote from Buchbinder suggests that not only is masculinity something that is 
achieved, often at great cost, in the everyday practices of men, but also that masculinity 
is consequently an unstable concept, one which is vulnerable to critique and disruption. 
This is also supported by Connell, who states that ‘[h]egemony, then, does not mean 
total control. It is not automatic, and may be disrupted – or even disrupt itself.’238  It is 
also important to note that the concept of multiple masculinities in itself disrupts 
dominant sex/gender ideology, which would have us believe that gender is something 
fixed and immutable, that emerges naturally from the sexed body and leads to 
complementary dyadic heterosexual coupling. By positing the existence of multiple 
masculinities Connell suggests that gender is constructed as much by dynamic relations 
within the categories of men and women, masculine and feminine, as between them.239 

The concept of hegemonic masculinity has also been applied by literary critics to 
the fantasy genre and the role of the fantasy hero, and the findings of this body of 
scholarship are relevant to an analysis of Potter. Ulrike Horstmann, in her chapter 
‘“Boy!” – Male Adolescence in Contemporary Fantasy Novels’, analyses the 
representation of masculinity in a number of fantasy novels in which the male 
adolescent is the main character or ‘hero’, and critically examines the role of the heroic 
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protagonist as an exemplar of hegemonic masculinity.240 Horstmann’s chapter focuses 
on representations of gender, although she also briefly addresses heterosexuality and its 
relation to the masculinity of the adolescent hero. She finds that the adolescent male 
hero in fantasy is interpellated by older male companions over the course of his ‘quest’ 
into an adult hegemonic masculinity which is defined by physical prowess, power and 
heterosexuality.241 This same overarching heroic narrative is identifiable in Potter as 
Harry grows and learns from his male mentors, each of whom eventually dies, leaving 
him to fight Voldemort alone. As he grows, Harry increases his magical prowess, 
performs physical feats such as broom riding and dragon fighting, and engages in his 
first heterosexual relationship. That this relationship is with Ginny Weasley, the girl 
whom Harry eventually marries, also fits in with Horstmann’s observation that 

 
fantasy novels’ attitude towards sexuality and the code of behaviour demanded 
from a young man are both romantic and conservative: the boys do not exploit 
women nor are they (successfully) exploited; sexual gratification for the hero is 
without exception connected with romantic love, and a stable monogamous 
partnership (at the age of sixteen or seventeen!) is achieved by the end of the 
novel.242 
 

Horstmann’s explication of the importance of (hetero)sexuality, and a particularly 
conservative form of heterosexuality at that, in the construction of heroic and dominant 
masculinity in the fantasy genre demonstrates both Buchbinder and Connell’s 
arguments that heterosexuality is a key component of hegemonic or dominant 
masculinity.  

Heterosexuality is presupposed in the expression of ideologically dominant 
forms of masculinity and femininity.243 It is also important to note that it is a particular 
‘type’ of heterosexuality that is promoted as the natural consequence of such 
ideologically dominant forms of femininity and masculinity. Specifically, this version 
of heterosexuality is predicated on the representation of woman as object and man as 
subject, and the kinds of gendered power imbalances which emerge from this coding. It 
could therefore be argued that dominant masculinity requires not just heterosexuality 
but a dominant form of heterosexuality; certainly, it is essential to look at gender and 
sexuality together.  

Pugh and Wallace explore sexuality and its relationship to dominant masculinity 
in their analysis of Potter, which they understand as simultaneously a school story and a 
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heroic story. They identify the ways in which the expectations and limitations of these 
two generic forms serve to limit the range of possible textual representations of gender 
and sexual expression to normative ones. Pugh and Wallace acknowledge how Potter 
differs from the traditional ‘boys’ school story’, a genre dominated by same-sex 
educational settings.244 The cross-gendered setting of Hogwarts, they argue, challenges 
regressive constructions of gender and sexuality by representing boys and girls as equal 
in this setting. However, their analysis finds that this challenge to normative gender and 
sexual ideology exists merely on the surface level, and that the requirements of the 
heroic form’s ‘heteronormative heroism’ serves to ‘banish any real subversion.’245 

Pugh and Wallace argue that the narratives of hero stories conventionally 
depend upon a particular form of dominant masculinity which is unquestionably straight 
and which subjugates femininities as well as other, subordinate, masculinities.246  
Although they critique the books for their conservative gender ideology, they do 
acknowledge that Potter diverges from the ‘typical incarnation of an alpha-male, 
solitary action hero’ in the final book, citing his partnership with Hermione and Ron 
and his willingness to sacrifice his own life for the greater good, which they deem 
‘Christ-like’.247 However,   

 
[d]espite this somewhat expanded view of masculine heroism, stereotypical and 
constricting depictions of female agency and diverse sexualities—similar to 
those apparent in the first six books—nevertheless continue to lionize Harry’s 
masculinity as dominant.248 

 
It is this form of dominant masculinity which, they argue, is imbricated with 
heteronormativity, and that ultimately returns Potter to normativity. 

Sexuality in the Potter Paratext 
It is necessary when discussing sexuality in Potter briefly to pause and move 

outside the Potter books and into the Potter paratext, particularly Rowling’s revelation 
in an interview that Albus Dumbledore is gay. As indicated in the introduction to this 
thesis, fans differ on what is considered canon, or the limits of the source text. For 
fanfiction purposes, Potter fans may confine canon solely to the original text(s), in this 
case the seven Harry Potter novels. Others may expand canon to include other of 
Rowling’s texts set in the Potter world, such as Magical Creatures and Where to Find 
Them, or to the Potter movies, and finally, to statements made by the author, for 
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example in interviews or on a website. Whether paratextual information revealed by the 
author is included as canon is up to the individual fan, and often depends less on any 
firm rule than on whether the fan’s understanding of the text is confirmed or refuted by 
the information. Incorporating this information into fanfiction is also situational and 
may depend on whether it supports the story that the fan writer is trying to tell. The 
flexible limits of the source text mean that some fans regard information revealed by 
J.K. Rowling in interviews as canon, and include it in their fanfiction as such, while 
others do not.  

In a number of interviews given by Rowling after the publication of the final 
Potter novel, the author provides information about the family lives and romantic 
relationships of characters in the nineteen years between the penultimate chapter and the 
epilogue and also into the future: these interviews therefore by necessity deal with 
sexuality.249 Rowling has revealed who married whom, how many children they had and 
how characters are employed. The information provided by these paratexts largely 
supports the heteronormativity of the book, except for Rowling’s revelation of 
Dumbledore’s homosexuality. Rowling’s statement after the release of the seventh book 
that she has always thought of Dumbledore as gay250 and that he was at one time in love 
with Gellert Grindelwald, has attracted a great deal of media, fan and academic interest 
and has been read both positively and negatively by fans and scholars.  

The heteronormativity of the source text has already been commented on in the 
previous chapters focused on family. The Potter books end with a ‘virtual parade’251 of 
happily married, heterosexual couples, and out of all of the hundreds of major and 
minor characters in the books, not one is gay in the text.252 Dumbledore’s paratextual 
homosexuality therefore makes visible not just the omnipresence of heteronormativity 
in the source text, but the way heterosexuality functions as an unspoken condition of 
masculinity. The revelation of his homosexuality highlights its absence, or abjection, 
within the source text. For alert or queer readers, this suggests that within the source 
text’s ideology gay sexuality is something that ought to be hidden, especially from the 
children and teens who are the primary readership and who mirror the ages of the main 
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characters in the books. It also implies that the role of trusted mentor is somehow 
incompatible with homosexuality for, despite Rowling considering Dumbledore’s 
homosexuality obvious to ‘sensitive’ adult readers,253 Harry and the rest of the magical 
world remain unaware of his sexuality. Within the books, even Rita Skeeter, the 
magical paparazzo who has shown no qualms in destroying the reputations of both 
Harry and Dumbledore in the past, cannot discover (or refuses to include beyond subtle 
insinuation) Dumbledore’s sexuality in her unauthorised and uncomplimentary 
biography, despite writing about his friendship with Grindelwald.  

Dumbledore’s romantic love for Grindelwald raises another criticism of the 
source text’s representation of gay sexuality and relationships, as their relationship, 
whether interpreted as that of friends, unrequited love or unequal lovers, can be read 
only negatively. Dumbledore admits that Grindelwald did not reciprocate his feelings, 
but rather used them to manipulate him, although the type of ‘feelings’ to which he 
refers were reinterpreted once his homosexuality was revealed. Throughout the books, 
Dumbledore has told Harry repeatedly that love is his greatest strength, but 
Dumbledore’s own (homosexual) love, read in the seventh book either between the lines 
or with the paratextual knowledge of Dumbledore’s homosexuality, is represented as a 
weakness. Loving Grindelwald, says Dumbledore, caused him to make bad decisions, to 
believe in magical supremacy, and to abdicate responsibility for his biological family, 
which resulted in his sister’s death and his estrangement from his brother.254 This leaves 
Dumbledore alone in the world – he has no family, apart from his estranged brother, no 
romantic partner, no children. This suggests that homosexuality and romantic love are 
incompatible and appears to confirm destructive stereotypes of homosexuals, especially 
gay men, representing them as ending their lives alone. Rowling states that Dumbledore 
was ‘let down’ by love and did not allow himself to love again,255 implying that the only 
‘acknowledged’ gay character in the books did not have any romantic or sexual 
relationships, making gay sexuality and romance something that is silenced or rendered 
abject. 

In contrast to these critiques, the positive effects of Dumbledore’s 
homosexuality appear quite small. He is certainly a powerful and respected male 
character who is entrusted with the education of young people, and therefore offers a 
positive gay role model which directly opposes some of the most harmful stereotypes of 
gay men. However, despite the positive potential that Dumbledore’s homosexuality 
might offer, closer examination of its representation within the text shows it to be more 
negative than positive. While it challenges some negative gay stereotypes, it reinforces 
others and, more insidiously, it upholds the dominance of heterosexism and the 
ideologies that support and reproduce it. It is also problematic that homosexuality exists 
only outside the text, and then only in one character of hundreds, regardless of that 
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character’s importance. In existing outside the text, however, Dumbledore’s 
homosexuality offers an important reminder of the extent to which heteronormative 
reading practices dominate our culture, such that, ‘[e]ven when characters sexualities 
are not indicated in the … text, a wider cultural logic dictates heterosexuality can be 
assumed while homosexuality must be proved.’256 In offering this reminder, the 
paratextual revelation of Dumbledore’s homosexuality does have dissident potential – it 
suggests that any character might be gay, supporting the reading practices of slash fans 
and writers. Beyond this paratextual disruption, Potter, like most heroic narratives, 
remains a deeply heteronormative text which upholds the abjection of homosexuality 
from dominant masculinity as well as the compulsory heterosexuality of the same. 

Patriarchy in Potter 
I have already outlined how the scholarly work on Potter uses Connell’s concept 

of hegemonic and subordinated masculinities; however, the link to patriarchal culture is 
not explicated in these applications of Connell’s concepts.257 In Connell’s own work, 
however, the operation of hegemonic masculinity and the assessment of the 
relationships of power and domination between masculinities are both linked to 
patriarchy. The term ‘patriarchy’ is contested, with some critics, feminist and otherwise, 
arguing that in the twenty-first century ‘patriarchy’ is too totalising a concept to be 
useful in discussing the complex and changeable sites of male power.258 Although 
considering the earliest uses of ‘patriarchy’ by feminism in the 1970s to be 
overgeneralised, Connell is nevertheless insistent on the importance of understanding 
that genders, including masculinities, are produced by  ‘a massive structure of social 
relations: a structure that involves the state, the economy, culture and communications 
as well as kinship, child-rearing and sexuality’.259  Working along similar lines, feminist 
critic Sylvia Walby also rebuts the criticisms that the concept of patriarchy ‘invokes an 
essentialist, ahistorical analysis’, arguing that these criticisms are relevant only to the 
earlier and cruder accounts of patriarchy.260 As she suggests, a theory of patriarchy is  
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(2002), p. 81, cited in Tosenberger, p. 202. 
257 See, for example, Heilman and Donaldson “From Sexist to (sort-of) Feminist” as 
well as Pugh and Wallace, “Heternormative Heroism”. While both discuss gender and 
masculinity in Potter the term ‘patriarchy’ is not used. Rather, the culture is described 
as ‘sexist’ but this does not sufficiently convey the ‘massive structure of social 
relations’ based on male dominance and female subordination which the term 
‘patriarchy’ describes. Connell, Masculinities, p. 65 
258 For a useful discussion of this problem see Antony Rowland, “Patriarchy, Male 
Power and the Psychopath in the Poetry of Carol Anne Duffy,” Posting the Male: 
Masculinities in Post-war and Contemporary British Literature, Eds. Daniel Lea and 
Berthold Schoene, (New York, Rodopi: 2003), pp.??. 
259 Connell, Masculinities, p. 65. This nuanced definition of patriarchy is later subsumed 
into the category of ‘power relations’ organised with a contemporary ‘gender order’ 
(Connell, Masculinities, p.74) 
260 Sylvia Walby, Theorising Patriarchy, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1990), p. 2. 
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essential to capture the depth, pervasiveness and interconnectedness of different 
aspects of women’s subordination and can be developed in such a way as to take 
account of the different forms of gender inequality over time, class and ethnic 
group.261 
 

In the light of these discussions, and given the paternalistic male dominance in the 
social and family structures depicted in Potter, ‘patriarchy’ is the most appropriate term 
to describe the gender order featured in the source text. Indeed, ‘patriarchy’ can still be 
usefully deployed to discuss male power in general while still being flexible enough to 
allow an approach which looks at specific instances of male power, as well as those 
instances of a lack of male power under a patriarchal system. 

The previous chapters have already suggested how patriarchal power emerges 
from and is managed through the family or private sphere. As Kate Millet argued in 
1972, ‘[p]atriarchy’s chief institution is the family. It is both a mirror of and a 
connection with the larger society; a patriarchal unit within a patriarchal whole’, a 
connection which is mediated through the male head of the family (or patriarch), 
usually a father.262 The previous chapter on creating the family highlights the role of the 
family as a social, cultural and ideological construct implicated in the reproduction and 
maintenance of ideologies that may be harmful or oppressive, including patriarchy.263 
Certainly, the representations of the normative family in Potter can be understood as 
patriarchal: men are the income earners for families; it is men who decide when 
romantic relationships begin and end; and women always take their husband’s surname 
upon marriage.264 Further, women with children are confined to the domestic sphere; 
and domestic labour is performed by women in poor and Muggle families (the 
Weasleys and Dursleys) and by house elves in wealthier families and institutions (the 
Malfoys, Blacks, and at Hogwarts). Although both of Hermione’s parents are identified 
as dentists, a professional and highly educated career that suggests some sort of equality 
in their relationship, there is evidence of only one magical mother who works.265 In 
Potter women appear equally represented in government and other institutions; 

                                                
261 Walby, p. 2. 
262 Kate Millet, Sexual Politics, (London: Sphere Books Ltd, 1972), p. 33. 
263 Chris Haywood and Máirtín Mac an Ghaill, Men and Masculinities: Theory, 
Research and Social Practice, (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2003), p. 59. 
264 Elizabeth E. Heilman and Trevor Donaldson, “From Sexist to (sort-of) Feminist: 
Representation of Gender in the Harry Potter Series,” Critical Perspectives on Harry 
Potter, 2nd ed., Ed. Elizabeth E. Heilman, (Hoboken: Taylor & Francis, 2008), p. 153. 
265 Marietta Edgecombe, a Ravenclaw student who joins Harry’s secret Defence Against 
the Dark Arts training group for Dumbledore’s Army, in Order of the Phoenix, has a 
mother who works in the Ministry of Magic’s Department of Magical Transportation. 
She eventually betrays Harry and the others in the group to Dolores Umbridge, a 
Ministry worker who has been sent by the Ministry to ‘manage’ Hogwarts, for fear that 
her mother’s employment would be threatened if her participation in Harry’ anti-
Ministry, pro-Dumbledore group were revealed. J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the 
Order of the Phoenix, (London: Bloosmbury, 2003), p. 450 and 561.. 
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however, they rarely hold positions of leadership and are usually secondary to men. 
Further, none of these few ‘powerful’ women in the books has children.266  

Thus, while female characters appear at first glance to enjoy equality with males 
in the magical world of Harry Potter, being equally represented in the faculty of 
Hogwarts and as the authors of school texts, and while the books feature intelligent 
female characters (or one, at least), on further examination positions of power and 
authority are shown to be occupied by far fewer women and girls. Overall, females are 
also consistently represented as less capable, less agentic and less interesting.267 As 
Diana Goldstein comments, 

 
[t]he position of women in the narrative fits this vision of prescribed social roles 
and hierarchies. Harry's heroes -- his school headmaster, godfather, and various 
magical sporting figures -- are all men. His dead mother, the Muggle-born Lily, 
is portrayed as the source of love and sacrifice in his life, while his late father, 
James, was daring, brash, and heroic. … Dads, like the loveable Mr. Weasley 
(father of red-headed sidekick Ron), go off to work while steadfast moms stay 
home cooking, cleaning, and rearing large families. Magical education doesn't 
begin until the age of 11, so witches are also tasked with full-time parenting and 
educational responsibilities over young children, Rowling clarified for a curious 
reader at her website.268 
 

Although the problematic status of interview information as canonical for fans has been 
outlined in the discussion on Dumbledore’s paratextual homosexuality, this background 
provided by Rowling supports the evidence provided by the source text itself that the 
family, and therefore the larger society, in the magical world of Potter is patriarchal.  

Indeed, patriarchy is also endorsed in Potter at the level of discourse, in which 
all men are wizards and all women are witches. In particular, there is a lack of gender 
neutral language relating to key institutions. Although in this thesis I refer to the distinct 
magical society in Potter as the ‘magical world’ or ‘magical society’, this is a deliberate 
choice on my part, as in the books it is exclusively referred to as the ‘wizarding world’  
(for example, ‘Quidditch, the most popular sport in the wizarding world'269). While 

                                                
266 These women are: Minerva McGonagall, Deputy Headmistress of Hogwarts, Amelia 
Bones, Head of Magical Law Enforcement; Dolores Umbridge, Undersecretary to the 
Minister and briefly High Inquisitor of Hogwarts, also later holding a prominent 
position in Voldemort’s regime; and Bellatrix Lestrange, one of Voldemort’s most 
powerful Death Eaters. It could be argued that the same is true of powerful men, but we 
know that at least some powerful men, such as Lucius Malfoy, have children, .  
267 Heilman and Donaldson, p. 140. 
268 Dana Goldstein, “Harry Potter and the Complicated Identity Politics,” The American 
Prospect, prospect.org, 17 July 2007, accessed 19 November 2010, 
<http://www.prospect.org/cs/articles?article=harry_potter_and_the_complicated_identit
y_politics/>. 
269 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, (London: Bloomsbury, 
1998), p. 8. 
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Hogwarts is a school for ‘witchcraft and wizardry’ and the Ministry of Magic is 
genderless, many of the major political institutions of the magical world also reflect a 
patriarchal ideology. For example, the magical version of the United Nations is called 
the ‘International Confederation of Wizards’. This body was responsible for introducing 
the ‘International Statute for Wizarding Secrecy’, despite the fact that this law was 
based on the historical Witch Burnings that persecuted women. The magical High Court 
and Parliament in Potter is called the ‘Wizengamot’. The only things that are 
linguistically feminine are frivolous, such as the magazine Witch Weekly (the magical 
version of Woman's Weekly), which circulates gossip and awards the 'Most Charming 
Smile' award each year to a popular wizard. 

The ʻPatriarchal Masculineʼ in Potter 
In his analysis of Antony and Cleopatra and Dracula, Buchbinder demonstrates 

how texts uphold patriarchy and dominant masculinity through policing the boundaries 
of what he refers to as the ‘patriarchal masculine’ and its connection to ‘real world’ 
ideological reproduction and performance.  

 
Antony and Cleopatra and Dracula each signify the failure of their central male 
characters to observe the patriarchal structures defining the masculine … The 
male who, like Antony or Dracula, in some way violates the boundaries and 
contravenes the codes by which the masculine is maintained as separate from the 
feminine cannot be permitted to propose some other possible masculine. His 
exile and punishment, as we see in both Antony and Cleopatra and in Dracula, 
despite differences of culture, historical context and genre, not only help to mark 
and affirm the boundaries of the acceptable in the structure of the patriarchal 
masculine but also serve as a warning to the reader.270 
 

Buchbinder’s work, unlike Connell’s, focuses on the textual and representational, rather 
than the sociological. While Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity is extremely 
useful, his ideas about hegemonic masculinity and the wider gender order reflect 
complex social and psychological realities that are often simplified by scholars when 
applying them to textual representation, particularly for fictional texts. Buchbinder’s 
work, on the other hand, which draws on literary and cultural theory and emerges from 
the texts he studies, is more easily abstracted for application to a range of texts.  

Certainly, one of Buchbinder’s key insights is the important role textual 
representation plays in reproducing normative ideas about masculinities and reinforcing 
patriarchal hierarchies of masculinities. This is expressed in his goal in Performance 
Anxieties, which is to:   
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explore the ways in which the patriarchal masculine, which is not defined the 
same way at all times and in all textual genres and modes, nonetheless seeks 
always to repress and silence the terms on which it relies and which it employs 
in order to construct itself, chief among these the feminine and the homosexual. 
In this way, texts seek to reproduce the dominant masculine as both a reflection 
of a particular social reality and as a model on which men in the culture may 
pattern themselves. Insofar as the latter aim is successful, masculinity is 
reproduced.271 
 

This excerpt from Buchbinder’s work demonstrates the importance of interrogating 
representations of masculinities in texts but also signals the importance of the 
patriarchal to the masculine and its relationship to femininity and to homosexuality.  It 
also implies that making visible these tactics and disrupting the representations of 
patriarchy and dominant masculinity, particularly through the inclusion into masculinity 
of the feminine and the homosexual, might also disrupt the ideological reproduction of 
masculinity in a patriarchal culture. 

Potter, like Antony and Cleopatra and Dracula, reproduces dominant 
masculinity and patriarchy through its representation of masculinity and the patriarchal 
gender order that delimits the conditions of the latter.272 The success of this ideological 
reproduction in Potter relies on four things: the centrality of heroic masculinity, which 
is also dominant and patriarchal; the silencing of Dumbledore’s (and likely others’) 
homosexuality within the text; the lack of strong female characters relative to male 
characters; and the overall conservative representation of gender and sexuality, 
demonstrated clearly through the dominance of the heteronormative family.  These 
conditions of the patriarchal gender order can be generalised as the ascendancy of 
dominant masculinity, the abjection of the homosexual and the feminine, and 
compulsory heterosexuality. These are concealed in the text, thus naturalising dominant 
masculinity, patriarchy and the other social hierarchies upon which they are built.   

On the other hand, Severitus fanfiction, through its reimagination of the 
patriarchal gender order and the masculinities constructed by this, has the potential to 
disrupt this reproduction of patriarchy and dominant masculinity in the source text and 
in doing so performs a similar task to literary criticism. Although the representation of 
women or femininity is not extensively explored in Severitus fanfiction, the way that 
the magical world of Potter is reimagined and recreated still serves to highlight the 
ideological faultlines that exist around gender and sexuality in the source text. This is 
because, in Severitus fanfiction, magical society and culture is reimagined as explicitly 
and visibly patriarchal, although in varying ways and to different extents in the different 
fanfics. It is therefore possible to read Severitus fanfiction as a criticism of patriarchal 
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ideology. Patriarchy as a theme also emerges naturally from a concern with masculinity, 
as patriarchy is the gender ideology upon which dominant masculinity is built, with the 
hierarchies and structures of masculinity being determined by levels of patriarchal 
power among men. The next chapter explores the construction of dominant and 
subordinate masculinities within the explicitly patriarchal reimagined magical world of 
Severitus fanfiction. Following this, Chapter 5 examines the  alternatives to the 
dominant patriarchal masculinity proposed in Severitus fanfiction, especially those built 
around the important axis of sexuality. 
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Chapter Four: Disrupting the Patriarchy in 
Severitus Fanfiction 
A close analysis of Severitus fanfiction requires exploration of the role of 

patriarchy in defining relations between men and in determining masculinity.273 In such 
narratives, the patriarchal elements of the normative family in the source text are 
frequently reimagined and expanded upon in order to suggest that the magical world is 
more strictly patriarchal than is perhaps implied by the books. This amplification of 
patriarchy and male power is evident to varying degrees in all of the Severitus fanfiction 
under investigation in this chapter.274  

Although in the previous chapter I discussed the critical use of the term 
patriarchy and the ways in which patriarchy functions in Potter, I would like to take a 
moment to further explore the efficacy of patriarchy as a theoretical tool in critically 
analysing masculinities. While Sylvia Walby offers a persuasive argument for the use of 
the concept of patriarchy as a theoretical tool, her work is exclusively concerned with 
the role of patriarchy in subordinating women. However, the ‘depth, pervasiveness and 
interconnectedness’ of patriarchy of which she writes applies also to the construction of 
masculinities and the subordination of non-dominant masculinities, although in ways 
different from those experienced by women.275 In analysing Severitus fanfiction, it is 
therefore essential to draw upon other scholarly conceptions of patriarchy, such as those 
proposed by Göran Therborn and David Buchbinder, which are more tailored to the 
discussion of Severitus fanfiction and its focus on relationships between males. 

As Therborn argues, although patriarchy is primarily evidenced in the power of 
men over women in the institution of family, the family is also a space in which male 
patriarchal power is wielded over other males, in particular through the hierarchical 
relationships between fathers and sons. Therborn in fact argues that it is the ‘rule of the 
father’ over both his female and male children, rather than the  ‘rule of the husband’ 
over his wife, that is the most powerful expression of patriarchy. The exercise of the 
power of the father in the family can take a number of forms, as Therborn suggests in 
setting out his concerns: 

 
[w]ith regard to paternal/parent-child  relations we shall take notice of 
formalized rules of child obedience and deference, and we shall look at 

                                                
273 Masculinities and patriarchy are explored in many fanfiction genres beyond 
Severitus. Mpreg fanfiction, for example, engages directly with masculinity, feminist 
and mother/fatherhood as with physical transgenderism, as do other genres, such as 
genderbending (where a characters biological sex is changed). Further study which 
explores masculinities in such genres would be fruitful, but is outside the scope of this 
thesis. 
274 This is also true of Potter fanfiction more generally, with fanfics that range from 
representations of intensely patriarchal societies to completely gender egalitarian ones. 
275 Walby, p. 2. 
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genealogical and basic inheritance rules, i.e. whether there is a paternal 
bloodline only (patriliny); whether adult children are allowed to make their own 
marriages; and whether upon marriage they are expected to remain in the 
paternal household.276 
 

The modern diffusion of male power means that patriarchy is no longer the literal and 
all-encompassing rule of the father.277  Further, Therborn acknowledges that patriarchy 
creates asymmetrical power relationships between fathers and sons. Buchbinder builds 
on this idea, arguing that 

 
patriarchy ranks and thus creates power differentials even among those whom it 
centralises. In this way, differences among individual men, such as age, physical 
size and strength, class, wealth, social or political clout, sexual activity or 
hyperactivity—even penis size—and so on are invested with varying degrees of 
patriarchal power. It is the aggregation of these elements and their investment of 
power by patriarchy that we recognise as 'masculinity' or the lack of it.278 
 

This conception of patriarchy and its role in creating hierarchies of male power and 
masculinity is important when exploring patriarchy and its relationship to gender in the 
source text, and even more so in Severitus fanfiction. 

The hierarchies of masculinity engendered by patriarchal ideology in the source 
text are reimagined in Severitus fanfiction, thus critically intervening in the 
normalisation of patriarchy in the source text. Some of these fanfics, such as Skin Deep 
and Blood Magic, explicitly address patriarchal ideology, frequently by drawing 
comparisons with the non-magical or ‘real’ world, while others, such as In Blood Only 
and The Part Series, reimagine patriarchy in less obvious, but still significant ways. In 
Skin Deep, for example, the magical world is reimagined and recreated as a more 
explicitly patriarchal culture which revolves around pure-blood magical families whose 
patriarchs hold the title of ‘Lord’. According to this fanfic, the title is inherited by the 
next closest male relative, and it is suggested by omission that women do not or cannot 
inherit this title or leadership role. Harry, who has come to stay with his newly 
discovered father in Snape Manor, learns of this practice while he is being fitted for new 
clothes by the Snape family tailor. 

 
“…Nothing for you this time, Lord Snape?” 
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Harry raised an eyebrow at that. Lord Snape? Clearly he had a lot to 
learn about purebloods. … 

Once Harry was certain that they were alone again he asked his question. 
“Lord Snape? Since when are you titled?” He slowly pulled his gloves off as he 
waited for the answer. 

“All of the heads of the pureblood [sic] families carry a title. I am the 
oldest Snape therefore the title goes to me. You will carry it when I die.” 

Harry thought of that for a moment and turned to Bill. “Is your dad really 
Lord Weasley?” 

“No. Dad has an older uncle who holds the position. After him it will go 
to my dad’s cousin. If he dies without any children it will go to my dad. I doubt 
that will all happen though. His cousin is only about 50, he still has plenty of 
time to father children.”279 
 

Although Severus states that, as the oldest Snape, he carries the title, the further 
comments from Bill about his father and uncle indicate that it is assumed that the title 
will be carried by a man. This suggests that family power in the magical world of Skin 
Deep is inherited through the father’s ‘bloodline’ (patriliny), which in turn reinforces 
patriarchy by keeping familial and, in this case also political power in male hands. 
There are further references to such hereditary powers in Skin Deep, both regarding the 
Snapes and other pure-blood families, yet the title of ‘Lady’ or any mention of a woman 
holding the title ‘Lord’ is absent, thus upholding the assumption that the head of a 
family must be male, a principle of patriarchy. 

The reimagining of the magical world of Potter as explicitly patriarchal in Skin 
Deep goes beyond patrilineal titles to the powers that the head of the family exercises 
over his spouse and children. As Severus is either single or in a same-sex relationship in 
the Severitus fanfiction analysed in this thesis, the rule of the father is more important 
than the rule of the husband for the purposes of this analysis. In Skin Deep the rule of 
the father, associated with the position of the head of the family, is most clearly 
expressed during the court case near the end of the fanfic. Harry, or Tallis Snape, as he 
has now become, is unlawfully questioned by the Legal Wizard. The Head Examiner, a 
witch, must apologise to the Snapes for the Legal Wizard’s behaviour and asks if they 
wish to press charges. The Snapes choose not to press charges but, while discussing the 
events later, Harry/Tallis discovers that he would not have had a choice in the matter as 
the Head of the family makes all such decisions. 

 
“Your father, by rights, could sue them all. They could wind up in 

Azkaban for allowing that man,” [Molly] spat, “to ask you such a question.”… 
                                                

279 Vingilot, “Skin Deep,” Fanfiction.net, first published 5 August 2005, completed 27 
July 2007. Accessed 28 September 2010, 
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Tallis looked nervously at his father. “You won’t, will you? You 
wouldn’t make us have another trial?” 

“They deserve no less,” Severus said irritably. 
“Well I just won’t press charges then,” Tallis said firmly. 
“It doesn’t really matter what you want, Tallie” … [Hermione said] “As 

Lord of his family he holds the right to make the decisions in matters such as 
these.” 

“What? That’s ridiculous! I’m of age now.”280 
 

Harry/Tallis, coming from a contemporary non-magical background, finds the absolute 
power of the male Head of family to be ‘ridiculous’. However, the other characters, 
even Hermione, who is more knowledgeable of the magical world than Harry/Tallis, 
accept this level of patriarchal control as the norm. 

Blood Magic, like Skin Deep, engages with the inconsistent politics of gender, 
patriarchy and family evident in the source text, although it does so much more 
explicitly. Blood Magic offers a more sustained critique of patriarchal ideology, and 
thus of the source text, and patriarchal power is addressed early in the text. While Skin 
Deep dealt with patriarchy at the level of institutional privilege through the creation of 
the hereditary title of ‘Lord’, Blood Magic addresses patriarchy at the level of those 
cultural assumptions which often serve to conceal ideology. For example, Severus’s and 
Harry’s differing ideas of what constitutes appropriate dress reveals the ideological 
assumptions which inform Severus’s opinion. Upon discovering their relationship, 
Severus and Harry are forced to live in close quarters, and Severus attempts to exert his 
newly discovered paternal authority over Harry. 

 
Snape glanced up at him, then went back to his writing. "Put on some 

decent clothes, first," he commented absently. 
Harry, who had been about to leave, turned back in surprise. "What?" 
Snape glared at him. "Put on some decent clothes. You can't mean to go 

outside in that." 
Harry looked down at his shirt and slightly worn jeans. "These are the 

best clothes I've got," he protested. "I'm not going to wear my school robes, and 
everything else is too big for me." 

"As opposed to those Muggle obscenities?" Snape sneered. "You do not 
need to display your arse all over Hogwarts, Potter -- Harry. There's no one here 
you'd want to impress. Now, go put on something less tight."281 
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In this passage, Severus attempts not only to control the way in which his son dresses, 
but, by extension, also his sexuality. By labelling Harry’s Muggle clothes ‘obscene,’ 
Severus’s admonition to Harry to find something ‘decent’ to wear demonstrates the 
emphasis in patriarchal ideology on controlling the sexuality of those who are 
subordinated to it, predominantly women and daughters, but also sons and gay men. 
This excerpt also suggests another area of inquiry, as Harry’s body becomes a site of 
contention for the control his person, as well as a site upon which his identity is 
drawn/performed (in this case through clothing and the distinction made between 
‘Muggle obscenities’ and ‘proper’ magical dress). The body and its role in the 
reproduction of ideology will be discussed further in chapters six and seven. 

Blood Magic also makes the source text’s inconsistencies regarding patriarchy 
visible in relation to women and the family. While discussing, in the magical culture of 
Blood Magic, the significance of hair length, through which women indicate their 
openness to accepting marriage offers and men indicate their familial patriarchal power, 
Severus and Harry run across assumptions about patriarchy in both the magical and 
non-magical worlds. 

 
"Women need husbands," Severus said complacently. 
"No they don't!" Harry objected. 
Severus rolled his eyes. "Harry, really! If only long enough to have a 

child or two." 
"See, this is the weird thing. In some ways, Wizarding society seems 

really sexist. But in others -- I mean, I can tell from history, or even Chocolate 
Frogs cards, that more witches have been recognized for their abilities and 
contributions than Muggle women, and for longer, so, in that way, it is less 
sexist. I don't know what to make of it." 

"Wizarding society is more family-oriented than Muggle society," 
Severus said pedantically. "It is important to have children. But we also live 
longer, so the part of your life devoted to having and raising children is less of a 
sacrifice. There is plenty of time later to be a scholar, a hunter, a merchant, an 
alchemist, a poet. Most reputable people have their family first."282 
 

Harry’s comments about the role of women in magical society reflect the faultlines 
which were noted earlier regarding women in Potter. However, rather than simply 
expanding the source text’s conservative and patriarchal tendencies, as Skin Deep does, 
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Blood Magic engages with that problematic directly and creates an explanation for it 
based on other evidence from the source text;  in this case the long lives of witches and 
wizards. This reimagination of gender ideology in Blood Magic highlights those 
inconsistencies in the source text’s approach to gender ideology, creating an analytical 
dialogue with the source text through which the fanfiction reader can simultaneously 
reread the latter. Blood Magic’s version of the magical world does not go so far as to 
suggest, however, that since the ‘part of your life devoted to having and raising children 
is less of a sacrifice,’ that men might also make this sacrifice and act as primary 
caregivers to young children. 

Blood Magic also exploits the imagined differences between magical and non-
magical culture to offer a critique of masculine privilege with regard to contraception. 
In the latter half of Blood Magic a school ball is announced. Harry has just broken up 
with Hermione, and is therefore without a date. Draco Malfoy, who has gradually 
become his friend over the course of the fanfic, suggests a fellow Slytherin, Olivia, as a 
date. Harry discusses this with his father, who is worried that Olivia might use this 
opportunity to entrap Harry by becoming pregnant and either extracting a high bride 
price to marry Harry herself or making him unmarriageable. Severus wants to protect 
his son from this possibility, so asks Harry about his knowledge of contraception. 

 
Severus scowled. "Do you know the Sterilization Hex?" 
"What?" Harry asked. 
"The Sterilization Hex. So you do not get her ... with child, should you 

be so undisciplined." 
Harry felt his face flood with heat. "No, I ... Wouldn't she take care of 

that?" 
A spasm of something -- rage or disgust -- crossed Severus's face. 

"You're not a squib, boy! The girl doesn't need that embarrassment. Why should 
she do it?" 

"Well, she's the one who'd get pregnant, isn't she?" 
"And you're the one who would pay her bride price to marry her, or 

several times that to not, and be unmarriageable -- well, perhaps not you, as you 
are Harry Potter -- but even you would find it harder to marry, and more 
expensive, after that sort of disgrace."… 

"Oh." Harry frowned. "I don't think Muggles do it that way." 
"Hmph. Well, that could explain the reputation of Muggle boys for being 

criminally careless …Who would ever consider having a girl be responsible for 
not having babies? Girls are supposed to have babies -- it's not even proper!" 

"To you."283 
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The preceding two passages from Blood Magic demonstrate the creative ways in which 
the dialogue between the source text and the fanfiction can be read as inviting a critical 
engagement with the source text. GatewayGirl has reimagined the magical world in 
Blood Magic in such a way as to highlight the contradictory strains of gender equality 
and patriarchy in Potter. Unlike Skin Deep, which can be read as simply raising the 
issue or making it visible, Blood Magic expands upon the world of the source text in a 
way that links this version of patriarchy in the magical world to its culture, practices and 
institutions. In doing so, Blood Magic also works beyond the source text to critique 
masculine privilege and patriarchal power in the real world. 

Dystopic Patriarchal Power in In Blood Only 
Skin Deep and Blood Magic both reimagine the magical world of Potter as a 

more strictly patriarchal society, and explore the exercise of power by individuals 
privileged by patriarchy over those who are less privileged. Although these fanfics deal 
with patriarchal power, its exercise is relatively benign, at least as far as its impact on 
Harry is concerned. While in both fanfics Harry and Severus experience difficulties in 
beginning their relationship, due to old wounds and a lack of trust, they quickly come to 
care for each other: and Severus, as when he chooses not to use his power in Skin Deep 
to sue the Legal Wizard against Harry’s wishes, exercises his power only in Harry’s 
interests. This benign representation of male power could, especially in the case of Skin 
Deep, be argued as romanticising patriarchal social arrangements and the ideologies that 
support them. This is problematic, as patriarchy, like any ideology which reserves the 
exercise of full agency for those it privileges, is both harmful and oppressive: for every 
benign patriarch, there are those who deploy their power to subjugate and to 
dehumanise others. The representation of Severus in In Blood Only is an excellent 
example of the more damaging exercise of male power that patriarchy makes possible, 
and its harmful and oppressive consequences. In Blood Only offers a dystopic rather 
than romantic conception of patriarchal power and goes a step further in its criticism of 
patriarchy than Skin Deep and Blood Magic, by offering alternatives to patriarchal 
power rather than simply making it visible. 

Like Skin Deep, and to a lesser extent Blood Magic, In Blood Only reproduces a 
patriarchal society, although the patriarchal organisation of society in In Blood Only is 
not explicitly embodied in the form of a ‘head of family’ position as it is in Skin Deep. 
Rather, In Blood Only takes the ‘everyday’ patriarchy from the books and, by putting 
Harry in a position where he is subject to the patriarchal power of a hostile father, 
brings to light the most damaging aspects of the extremes of even everyday patriarchal 
power. The kinds of male power and masculinities reproduced by patriarchal magical 
culture in In Blood Only are explored in detail through the many relationships of power 
between men (and boys), including those between fathers and sons, masters and 
subjects, and men competing for dominance against each other in a patriarchal culture 
that endorses the violent and oppressive use of power.  
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My analysis of In Blood Only will focus on the relationship between Harry and 
Severus, while touching upon these other expressions of patriarchal masculinities. In 
this text, the relationship between Harry and Severus offers the most detailed 
representation of patriarchal power, and also the most critical. This detail is possible in 
part because Severus and Harry are the point-of-view characters of In Blood Only, but it 
is also a result of the source text’s approach to Harry’s heroic masculinity. In his 
discussion of masculinity in slash fanfiction, Henry Jenkins acknowledges the value of 
using male ‘heroic’ protagonists to explore the transition between dominant 
heterosexual masculinity and alternative – in his example, homosexual – masculinities: 

 
Series protagonists are particularly effective vehicles for exploring this transition 
precisely because their heroic status—their ‘manhood’—remains unquestioned 
by the reader. The men have discarded the dystopian side of masculinity, yet in 
doing so they have accented its most positive dimensions.284 
 

Jenkins’ argument suggests that characters with dominant masculinities in the source 
text, rather than becoming a barrier to alternative masculinities in fanfiction, instead 
have the potential to upset traditional binaries of gender and sexuality. It is therefore 
extremely useful to look at any fanfiction, such as In Blood Only, in which the hero’s 
dominant masculinity is reimagined by the fan writer. In In Blood Only, both Harry’s 
and Snape’s masculinities are reimagined under patriarchal conditions which are 
represented as oppressive and harmful. While in the source text patriarchy’s deleterious 
effects are invisible, thereby facilitating the continuation of the dominant practices by 
which masculinity is represented and shaped, in In Blood Only patriarchal ideology is 
characterised as so problematic that dominant masculinity and masculine power 
themselves must be reshaped. 

Earlier in this chapter Harry’s heroism, and the behaviour of heroes more 
generally, was equated with dominant masculinity. However, the intertwined ideologies 
of patriarchy and gender are more complex than this. As I suggested earlier, patriarchy 
and patriarchal power are always situational: there are multiple expressions of dominant 
masculinity, and thus men dominant in one setting, for example as head of the family in 
the home, may not be so in another, such as an employee at work. Harry is in a similar 
situation. In the quest narrative of the source text and its traditional heroic narrative, 
Harry is represented as having a dominant heroic masculinity. However, in parts even of 
the source text, such as those chapters he spends with his relatives, the Dursleys, Harry 
is situationally deprived of his dominant masculinity (although Harry’s final triumph, 
reliant on this form of masculinity, negates these exceptions by the end of the series). 
Likewise, in fanfiction, Harry is not always a ‘hero,’ so that in a fanfiction narrative that 
does not revolve around his heroic quest, Harry’s actions are not automatically resolved 
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as dominant either within the fanfic or for the reader. In Severitus fanfiction, for 
example, the story often changes the narrative focus from Harry’s inevitable battle with 
Voldemort to a family plot in which Harry, for the first time since entering the magical 
world, has someone who has a legitimate claim to power over him.  

As noted in the earlier chapters, the role of the family in Potter is very 
important. It is thus not surprising that in Severitus fanfiction it is a close, biological 
family member who is able to exert power and disrupt Harry’s performance of dominant 
masculinity. The source text lacks anyone in this role. Sirius Black, who as Harry’s 
godfather should have been Harry’s guardian, is unsuited for the role due to his long 
years in Azkaban and his existence as a hunted fugitive. Albus Dumbledore, while 
having a defining interest in Harry’s life and acting as his mentor, is only the 
headmaster of Harry’s school and later, the leader of the vigilante group Harry relies 
upon; Dumbledore’s power over Harry is thus limited, constantly  demonstrated by 
Harry’s rule-breaking. Vernon Dursley, together with his wife Petunia, is Harry’s 
official guardian but, while able to lock Harry up and deny him food, he does not have 
any emotional authority over him and becomes completely powerless during term time, 
and eventually forever, once Harry turns seventeen and can use magic outside of school. 
Likewise, the Weasleys, despite being a surrogate family for Harry and offering him 
support and a home away from home, lack any formal control over him other than the 
bonds of affection. 

Of all the people by whom Harry is informally controlled, Vernon Dursley and 
Dumbledore exert the most day-to-day power, while Dumbledore and Sirius have the 
most emotional power. These dynamics change in Severitus fanfiction, almost always 
set after Sirius’s death, when Harry’s biological father is discovered to be Severus 
Snape, who is then officially or unofficially awarded custody, and therefore control, of 
Harry. The laws of the magical world as reimagined in the Severitus fanfics under 
consideration in this thesis favour the closest biological relative and may even have an 
explicit preference for magical over non-magical guardianship, and fathers over 
mothers.285 In In Blood Only Severus makes it clear that as Harry’s father he has 
culturally and legally sanctioned power over his son, which neither his ‘master’ 
Dumbledore nor Harry himself can deny:  

 
"You don't understand him at all, Severus," Dumbledore said softly. 

"And I won't let you hurt him." 

                                                
285 These laws are not a stretch. The importance of ‘blood’ in the magical world has 
already been explored in the previous chapter, while in the ‘real world’ contemporary 
family law still privileges the biological family. It was also not long ago that mothers 
were unable to gain custody of their children after being widowed or divorced. See 
Nancy L. Fischer, “Oedipus Wrecked? The Moral Boundaries of Incest,” Gender and 
Society (2003) 17:1, p. 94. 
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"You have no choice," Snape sneered. "If you refuse my request, I will 
go to the ministry and officially claim him as my son. I will gain custody, and 
you will lose your spy in the Dark Lord's inner circle." 

Shock washed over Dumbledore's face. "Severus--" 
Snape refused to back down. "I will no longer allow you to circumvent 

my will! He may be your precious Boy-Who-Lived, but he is my blood. If I wish 
to take him, you will allow me, or so help me, I'll make you."286 
 

Severus decides that he wishes to take Harry to his ancestral home for the holidays and 
break the glamour that makes Harry resemble his false father, James Potter. 
Dumbledore opposes this, as does Harry, but Severus is able to draw on the personal 
power invested in him by patriarchy, particularly the power of the father over children, 
to enforce his will. 

 
"But I'm not [coming with you]!" Harry hissed through gritted teeth. "I 

don't even know what the hell you're doing. You hate me. Why would you ever 
want to spend the holidays with me?" 

"I thought that was obvious, Potter," Snape said with a malevolent glitter 
to his eyes. "I'm sick of looking at a miniature James Potter, and finally I have 
an excuse to do something about it." … 

"I'm not saying I'm anything special," [Harry] replied defensively, "but I 
certainly don't want to look like you!" … 

"Well then, it's a pity you have no say in the matter, son." He leaned 
forward menacingly to glare straight into Harry's eyes. "And I warn you," he 
added softly. "The nose and hair? They're hereditary."287 

 
Severus, who has spent years under the control of the two most powerful wizards of the 
age, Dumbledore and Voldemort, relishes his power of reversal over Dumbledore and 
his ability to inflict pain upon him through Harry, for whom he knows Dumbledore 
cares. He also delights in having unquestioned power over Harry, who has been a 
challenge to discipline and teach during his time at Hogwarts. Severus, brutalised and 
controlled by patriarchal power from a young age, is quick to abuse this power himself 
once he has access to it. However, In Blood Only clearly represents these dystopian 
aspects of masculine power as undesirable. The progress of the plot is driven by the 
gradual move away from this form of patriarchal power towards alternatives, especially 
in relationships between fathers and sons. 

                                                
286 E.M. Snape, “In Blood Only,” Fanfiction.net, first published 24 October 2004, 
completed 15 August 2006. Accessed 24 August 08, 
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Severus sees his use of patriarchal power over his newly discovered son as his 
right, as when he effectively kidnaps Harry from Hogwarts and begins work to break 
the glamour without Harry’s consent. As he tells Dumbledore, when Dumbledore 
requests that he stop staring at Harry so hatefully in the Great Hall shortly after Snape 
has discovered their biological relationship,  "I will stare if I please. He's my son. Do 
you get that? My son. And I will do as I wish!"288 Severus’s decision to inform Harry of 
their relationship against Dumbledore’s request is another example of his exerting his 
patriarchal ‘rights’ over his son: he responds reactively to Dumbledore’s request, raging 
internally to himself that it should have been his choice, not Dumbledore’s, as to 
whether to accept Harry as his son after the Potters’ deaths. Feeling betrayed by 
Dumbledore’s unfair treatment, and certain of his rights with regards to Harry, he 
informs Harry of their relationship to revenge himself on Dumbledore, and to a certain 
extent on James and Lily, as well as on Harry himself. Severus’s focus on his rights and 
on his perceived unfair treatment by Dumbledore, and by fate more generally, suggests 
that at this early stage of the fanfic he subscribes to what feminist scholars refer to as an 
ethics of justice: a style of moral reasoning that stresses rights, fairness and justice that 
emerges from patriarchy’s ideological construction of masculinity as based on 
separation, autonomy and rationality.289 In feminist thought, an ethics of justice may be 
contrasted to an ethics of care, which is theorised as stemming from women’s and 
femininity’s long association with maternal and other caring roles, and has been built 
into Western ideological understandings of femininity.290 

Severus in the source text is also motivated by an ethics of justice: he protects 
Harry because of his life debt to Harry’s father and his love for and sense of obligation 
to Harry’s mother, rather than any care for Harry himself; similarly, he spies on 
Voldemort to atone for his own actions in becoming a Death Eater, rather than because 
of a belief that it will benefit others. While Severus’s ethics of justice in the source text 
causes him to act in ways that are helpful to the greater moral cause of fighting against 
Voldemort, in In Blood Only Severus’s understanding of justice and his rights under a 
patriarchal ethics of justice lead him to treat Harry poorly. Revenge, which Severus 
seeks against Dumbledore, Lily Potter, James Potter and, to a lesser extent, Harry 
himself, is, I suggest, simply a negative expression of an ethics of justice.  

Harry, on the other hand, is frequently motivated by an ethics of care, both in the 
source text and in In Blood Only, such as early in the fanfic when Harry helps Severus – 
who has been nothing but unkind to him at that point – to bed after he has been tortured 
by Voldemort – Harry even brews him a potion which will ease the effects of the curse. 
The contrast between Severus’s negative ethics of justice, which rely on patriarchal 
power, and Harry’s ethics of care, which he effects from a subordinate position, mirror 
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the traditional power relationship and ethics assigned to masculinity and femininity in 
care-focused feminism. The larger narrative progression of In Blood Only away from 
the dystopian exercise of patriarchal power and towards alternative expressions of 
power between fathers and sons occurs alongside a shift from Severus’s patriarchal 
ethics of justice to an ethics of care. These twin progressions away from patriarchy 
within the narrative inform one another and will be discussed simultaneously, although 
the focus remains on the expression of patriarchal power itself. 

In In Blood Only we see the patriarchal rule of the father without romanticism. 
Severus is not a benign patriarch: he is willing and eager to use the power invested in 
him by patriarchal culture to fulfil his own desires, which include, at the beginning, 
hurting both Harry and Dumbledore. The relationship between Severus and Harry 
begins as one of unmitigated, but culturally and legally sanctioned, power of the father 
over the son. As with most of Severitus fanfiction, Severus is unmarried and has no 
children or close family other than Harry, meaning that there is no-one to interfere in his 
exercise of patriarchal power, no mother or grandparents or other siblings to moderate 
its impact. His power is thus represented as purely negative, distinguishing In Blood 
Only from other Severitus fanfiction. Patriarchal relationships between father and son 
are hierarchical and dominated by issues of power and control (as are relationships 
between husbands and wives in patriarchal culture): older over younger; more powerful 
(physically and in this case magically) over less powerful; and institutionalised power 
(in the form of the father as the head of the family) over those without access to such 
power. Through the use of magic, institutional power, physical strength and emotional 
abuse, Severus is able to exert his power effectively over Harry in ways sanctioned by 
patriarchal culture. 

One of these exercises of patriarchal power, which Harry later reinterprets as 
protective, is Severus’s attempt to police his son’s sexuality. Prior to the events of In 
Blood Only Harry, while staying the summer in his recently deceased godfather’s house, 
has had a brief affair with the older Nymphadora Tonks. Tonks, as she is more 
commonly known, is an Auror who in the source text is a member of the Order of the 
Phoenix and eventually marries Remus Lupin. Severus discovers the affair and 
threatens Harry, promising to report Tonks and see her go to prison for having sex with 
a minor. Harry believes that this is another example of Severus’s abuse of power over 
him. From a perspective which critically addresses masculinity, this plot thread adds 
some complexity to the normative understanding of masculine sexuality, as sexually 
active teenage boys are usually lauded even, or perhaps especially, if they have been 
with an older woman. Severus, however, sees this as negative, although it is implied 
that this is not due only to Harry’s exercise of sexuality outside of patriarchal control, 
but also partly due to Severus’s past, when he was taken advantage of sexually by Lily, 
losing his virginity to a woman who despised him, in an act that was repulsive to her 
and which resulted in Harry’s conception.  
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Harry later reconsiders his initial belief that Severus is using this knowledge and 
stopping him from seeing Tonks just to be cruel, realising that Severus was in fact 
trying to protect him: 

 
And-- the wild thought occurred to Harry now-- he supposed Snape had 

even tried to protect him from Tonks. 
"Nymphadora Tonks's tastes, or lack thereof, are not the issue here. The 

issue is a twenty-two year old woman taking advantage of a teenager!" 
Harry's blood roared in his ears and his mind spun with the implications. 

Snape had been watching out for him... he'd been doing it for months.'291 
 

At this point in the narrative the reader, having been privy to both Severus’s and 
Harry’s motives and inner thoughts, realises that Harry is being slightly too generous 
regarding the other’s motivations, although he is correct that Severus was trying to 
protect him as well, even if this was not his primary motivation, or even one 
acknowledged at the time.  

In Blood Only depicts the most difficult, violent and lengthy transformation of 
Harry and Severus’s relationship from personal enmity to affection and acceptance. 
Throughout the fanfic, and for a much longer duration and to a greater degree than in 
any other Severitus fanfiction under consideration in this chapter, Severus exercises his 
patriarchal power and attempts to control Harry in negative ways. One example is his 
response to Harry’s threat to ‘Obliviate’ him (wipe his memory) after he discovers 
Harry’s sexual relationship with Tonks. Severus reacts immediately and violently, 
although with some justification – the Obliviation spell performed incorrectly can 
destroy a person’s mind, as the reader is aware from the experience of Gilderoy 
Lockhart in Chamber of Secrets. Severus hits Harry to prevent him from completing the 
spell and then casts a spell against him which mimics the effects of suffocation. As 
Harry describes it: ‘A heavy weight held him in place with an invisible chokehold, his 
legs dangling limply into the air beneath him … It felt as though a grown man were 
sitting on his chest, wrapping his hands around Harry's neck.’292 After screaming at 
Harry, Severus lets him go, but he later reconsiders his actions while looking at a 
sleeping Harry’s injuries.  

 
But... perhaps he'd overreacted. Yes, he'd hurt the boy. He'd given him 

that black eye. Self-defense. Potter would have finished that spell, otherwise. 
But the constrictive spell... Severus looked again at the wound where the 

boy had clawed at his own throat, and couldn't help but feel uneasy. He still 
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remembered that powerless feeling as it clamped around his neck, crushed his 
chest, helpless as his father, his own father--293 
 
Violence within families is not uncommon and is often used as a mechanism of 

control or to encourage conformity.294 This may include conformity to dominant 
ideologies of gender and sexuality. In a discussion of theories of gender acquisition, 
Connell critiques the common theory of socialisation, arguing that '[i]f socialization was 
as smooth and successful as socialization theory presupposes, it would be difficult to 
account for the amount of violence that has existed historically in relations between 
adults and children.'295  This same critique can be applied to the socialisation of children 
into patriarchal hierarchies, particularly that of  the family. The violence committed 
against Harry by Severus, which repeats that committed against Severus by his own 
father, compels the son to abide by the rule of the father. Taking into account such 
violence, Connell argues, shows that rather than operating as a smooth mechanism of 
transmission, socialisation is in reality an invitation to particular social practices backed 
by great pressure to conform and a perceived lack of alternatives. However, individuals 
are capable of partially or completely refusing socialisation (at their own risk) both into 
gender and into patriarchy, and the possibilities of this refusal are explored later in In 
Blood Only. 

In Blood Only is of interest among the Severitus fics under investigation in this 
chapter in that Harry is initially ‘socialised’ by his father, not into a dominant 
masculinity, as is the case in Blood Magic and The Part Series, but into a subordinate 
masculinity under the existing patriarchal power relations which privilege age, 
magical/physical power and institutional power. Although there is some parallel to 
Harry/Tallis in Skin Deep regarding the role of patriarchal power, the Harry of In Blood 
Only does not even get trained in the exercise of social privilege as Harry/Tallis in Skin 
Deep does, while the Severus of In Blood Only is nothing like the benign patriarch in 
Skin Deep. In In Blood Only Harry is both psychically and physically at risk from his 
father: he has no physical privacy, as the wards on the family estate allow Severus 
complete control of Harry's location, and the house elves report back to him; he does 
not have the privacy of his own mind, as Severus trains him in Occlumency; and 
Severus is more physically and magically powerful, especially in his own home, where 
the rule of the father is absolute. 

The Severus of In Blood Only had a difficult and violent relationship with his 
own father which, as indicated by the previous excerpt, he cannot help but play out 
again to some degree with Harry. At the time of In Blood Only’s publication, it had 
been implied in Order of the Phoenix that Severus and his mother were victims of 
domestic violence at the hands of his father. It was not revealed until the following 
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book, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, that Severus’s father was non-magical. 
In Blood Only, therefore, runs with the implication of family violence, but on the 
common assumption at that time that Severus was a pure-blood wizard and that his 
father was therefore also a wizard. For Severus in In Blood Only, the only way to escape 
the patriarchal power of his father was to join Voldemort and eventually, on 
Voldemort’s order, kill his own father. Severus realises too late that he has only 
substituted one master for another, more powerful and more demanding, one and is left 
ambivalent about the death of his father, something he had desired for many years.  

In a later part of the fanfic, Severus attempts to use this experience of being 
responsible for the death of his own father to manipulate Harry. At this point in the 
fanfic, Severus and Lucius Malfoy have become enemies and each attempts to use the 
other’s son as leverage to protect himself. Severus initially has the advantage: Draco, 
Lucius’s son, is at Hogwarts, where Severus teaches, and Draco also owes a life debt 
(also known as a Wizard’s debt) to his own son, Harry. However, once Draco is 
released from school to attend his mother’s funeral (after she was murdered by Lucius, 
although Draco is unaware of this), Lucius does not allow him to return, thus removing 
Severus’s access to him, thereby weakening Severus’s and Harry’s position. To remove 
the leverage of the life debt, Lucius has Draco repay his life debt to Harry by giving him 
a way to cure Hermione, who is dying slowly from a curse cast during a Death Eater 
attack on the village of Hogsmeade during student visiting day. In this complex play of 
power, politics and magic, Severus attempts to persuade Harry to keep Draco in his debt 
by not using Draco’s information to cure Hermione, telling Harry that he would not 
wish to be responsible for his father’s death as he himself was. However, Severus’s 
ambivalence about his role in his father’s death is revealed: when he tells Harry that it 
was not killing his father that was the problem, but that he had no control, that 
Voldemort forced him to do it, Harry sees through Severus’s justifications for his 
ambivalence and comforts him, recognising that despite Severus’s adolescent revenge 
fantasies, which were taken from his mind by Voldemort, he did not truly wish to kill 
his father. Harry confronts Severus with the emotional truth of his situation, leaving 
Severus powerless against Harry’s empathy and understanding as the latter releases 
Hermione from the spell that was killing her and thus Draco from his debt.  

This is a key moment which changes their relationship and offers not only a 
critique of masculine power and violence, especially that between fathers and sons, but 
also an alternative based on affection and protectiveness: an ethics of care. Carol 
Gilligan, who has written extensively about ethics of care, suggests that its exercise 
stresses ‘the wants, needs, and interests of particular people.’296 Harry’s consistent 
‘care’ for Severus, his understanding of the other’s feelings, desires and needs, allows 
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Harry in this instance to change Severus’s mind. That change of heart is demonstrated 
in the following passage: 

 
"Don't worry about Malfoy. We'll stop him. I swear that to you… 

father." … 
As [Severus] emerged into flickering torchlight of the Hogwarts 

corridors, it seemed that he was emerging into an alien world. They had just 
thrown away their sole advantage, and his mind told him that Harry's ridiculous 
assertion was unfounded, ignorant, and completely foolhardy. He couldn't say in 
that instant why it struck him so powerfully as prophetic. 

But something felt very different, lingering on the air about him. 
It was the same sensation from when he'd first known Dumbledore, that 

terrible optimism of faith. He was afraid that this time, it might not fade away. 
He didn't know if it could. 

He didn't know if he wanted it to.297 
 

Harry also experiencess a change of heart based on Severus’s acceptance of the care for, 
connection with and understanding of his father that he feels in that moment: 

 
Harry's thoughts turned to Lucius Malfoy, Snape's only friend in school 

… Now his enemy, purely because he was protecting Harry. 
Snape's words haunted him. "Use this spell on Miss Granger now, and 

you do not merely throw away your only leverage, you throw away mine." 
… However much he'd hated Snape at times, however many angry words 

they'd exchanged, he could honestly see now that Snape had made sacrifices for 
his sake, and received so little in return. And asked for so little in return. 

A fierce, protective warmth kindled inside him, and Harry turned away. 
Malfoy won't hurt him again, he vowed silently. I swear it.298 
 

Although in both passages Harry’s commitment to stopping Lucius Malfoy promises 
further violence (which, indeed, the fanfic delivers in the final chapters), Harry’s 
impulse is a caring one. Not only can he now see that Severus has been protecting him, 
although not always in ways he had appreciated, but he is now, on the cusp of their new 
emotional understanding, in a position to protect his father as well. This is, in part, 
because Harry’s emotional capacity allows him to understand Severus, and his 
compassion and empathy allow both of them to step ‘outside’ the traditional patriarchal 
power structures that have previously governed their interactions as father and son, and 
to begin to form a relationship based on reciprocity of care. They have dealt with the 
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ghosts of patriarchs past and are now committed to confronting the current threat 
together.  

Since the movement of In Blood Only’s plot is towards a less dystopian 
performance of patriarchal power and masculinity and a reconsideration of that power 
between men, the resolution of the fanfic itself is significant. The defeat of Lucius 
Malfoy and Bellatrix Lestrange, the villains in this fanfic rather than Voldemort, is the 
climax of this narrative and also demonstrates the evolution of patriarchal and 
masculine power. Although elements of this have been mentioned before, a brief 
reminder of conditions leading to the climax is necessary: Lucius Malfoy, enraged by 
Severus’s revelation that he is a cuckold, murders his wife Narcissa and removes his son 
Draco from Hogwarts and from Severus’s influence. Harry, while attempting to comfort 
Draco over the loss of his mother, is captured by Lucius, who calls on Bellatrix 
Lestrange, a fellow Death Eater and his late wife’s sister, to use her skills in 
Legilimency on Harry to discover the prophecy that concerns Harry and Voldemort.  

While it is Harry’s compassion that makes him vulnerable to capture by Lucius, 
it is that same ability to understand the emotions of his captors that allows him to save 
himself from the initial attack from Bellatrix, who has been thrown into emotional 
turmoil by the murder of her sister:  

 
[Bellatrix’s] voice was low and hoarse. It dawned on Harry for the first time that 
her wild hysteria in his most recent vision actually stemmed from genuine grief. 
Somehow he’d never thought to credit her with such a human feeling; he still 
found it hard to believe.299   
 

Harry uses this emotional knowledge, which stems from his consistent ethics of care, in 
an attempt to protect himself by turning his two captors against each other. 

 
“How pathetic is it?” Harry continued heedlessly. “You’re a Death Eater! 

You’re supposed to be so terrifying, so powerful… you can kill anyone you 
want! – but this guy [Lucius Malfoy] butchers your sister, he’s going to be 
Voldemort’s favorite in a few days! You’re probably going to have to suck up to 
him for the rest of your life!” 

Silence answered his words. 
Harry looked at her then, and she seemed frozen in place. Her eyes stared 

through him as though she’d suddenly forgotten he was there.300 
 
Rather than attempting to use physical or magical force, Harry uses his ability to 

understand Bellatrix’s emotional state to throw her off balance and to disrupt her 
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alliance with Lucius Malfoy, leaving him with only one captor to deal with. Lucius, 
however, is too focussed on his revenge against Severus to be manipulated, and Harry 
must wait to be rescued by Severus, an unusual position for a hero. The climax ends 
with Lucius dead at the hands of Bellatrix in revenge for his murder of her sister, and 
Bellatrix in turn murdered by Severus, who leaves the scene in such a condition as to 
suggest that Harry escaped through his own abilities. Left in a position of power after 
the deaths of two of the most highly ranked Death Eaters, Severus spreads rumours 
about their demise which suggest that Harry has exceptional abilities: 

 
That the two most infamous Death Eaters had murdered each other was 

shocking enough. That the Boy-Who-Lived had apparently manipulated them 
into doing so – that was terrifying. 

The Death Eaters respected power above all … the Boy-Who-Lived had 
been in the custody of Malfoy and Lestrange shortly before their deaths. 
Somehow, the teenager had bewitched, deceived, or otherwise coerced his 
captors into turning their wands upon each other. An icy wave of fear was 
creeping through the ranks of Death Eaters, and Severus was in a position to 
enjoy it all.301 
 

There is irony in Severus spreading false rumours about Harry’s amazing magical 
powers, for, as the reader knows, both Harry and Severus have relied on understanding 
the emotions of their enemies rather than exceptional magical power in order to defeat 
them.  

The resolution of this fanfic also signals the narrative move from Severus’s 
negative ethics of justice to a more positive one which is informed and complemented 
by an ethics of care, and which he has come to value through his relationship with 
Harry. Although Severus does commit violence – he tortures Draco Malfoy to learn 
Harry’s location and kills Bellatrix – he later acknowledges to Harry that he believes 
Harry’s ability to connect emotionally with and care about people is its own type of 
power, a significant evolution from his position at the beginning of In Blood Only, 
where he could conceive of affection only as a ruse or a weakness. They are speaking of 
Draco, whose memories were completely ‘Obliviated’ by Severus to protect him from 
the knowledge that he had given up his father’s hiding place under torture. Severus 
suggests that the now child-like boy responds so positively to Harry because 

 
“ … on some level he recalls your compassion towards him. You 

attempted to save him. You still wish to do so. That’s a power in itself… when 
even your enemies respond to the goodness in you. It’s one of which the Dark 
Lord will never boast.” 

                                                
301 In Blood Only, Ch. 45. 
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Harry snorted. “I doubt any Death Eaters are going to throw their lot in 
with me because they ‘respond to my goodness.’” 

Snape paused for an instant, hand resting on the curtains, poised for his 
departure. 

“I hardly believe it will become a mass impulse... But Harry, I did.”302 
 

This understanding of power, and the blending of an ethics of care with an ethics of 
justice challenge the conceptions of traditional patriarchal power in which rights are 
based on might, whether physical, economic or magical. It also finalises the movement 
towards a less dystopic performance of masculinity and patriarchal power within the 
family. Severus’s acknowledgment that he has ‘thrown his lot in’ with Harry redefines 
their relationship as one not dominated by the father, but rather more like a partnership, 
working towards a common cause, while also being built on trust and care.  

The Severitus fanfics analysed in this chapter all engage with patriarchal 
ideology and patriarchal power in a critical way. While there is no explicit evidence in 
the source text for the level of institutional patriarchal power that is reimagined in Skin 
Deep or for the patriarchal marriage practices of Blood Magic, the conservative gender, 
sexuality and family ideologies in the source text imply the possibility. In contrast, 
rather than amplifying the source text’s representation of patriarchy, the dystopic 
representation of patriarchy within the family in In Blood Only explores the intimate 
and ‘everyday’ use and abuse of patriarchal power behind the scenes in at least some 
families implied by the source text. All of these fanfics, in responding to the patriarchal 
ideology of the source text, draw the fanfiction reader’s critical attention to the 
ideologies of gender, sexuality and family in the source text. In doing so, they function 
as a critical modality, one which gently suggests a critical interpretation of the source 
text even if an outright argument for such a critique is not put forward. This kind of 
criticism, which I argue it is possible to read into all fanfiction, honours both the 
expertise of the readers – their simultaneous engagement with both the source text and 
the fantext – as well as their affective bonds with the source text and the fan 
community. 

                                                
302 In Blood Only, Ch. 45. 



 

 108 

Chapter Five: Sexuality and Alternative 
Masculinities in Severitus Fanfiction 
While in the previous chapter I have demonstrated that Severitus fanfiction 

develops a critical dialogue with the source text with regard to masculinity, it would be 
disingenuous to suggest that such fiction is purely critical, since there are many ways in 
which these fanfics reinstate ideologies that also circulate within the source text. For 
example, Severitus fanfiction’s focus on Harry and Severus for the most part excludes 
women, and the masculinities into which Harry is interpellated in these fanfics are 
frequently those of the cultural elite, although often with a twist. However, even points 
of focussed intertextuality with the source text that are not explicitly critical may offer 
the fanfiction reader some insight into the way masculinity is constructed in the source 
text and the patriarchal conditions to which it conforms by making these conditions both 
visible and strange. As a corollary, it is neither possible nor even desirable to suggest 
that Potter’s representations of gender, and of masculinity in particular, are completely 
compliant with dominant ideologies.303 Despite the fairly conservative sexual and gender 
ideologies of the source text and identified by the scholarly work referenced earlier in 
this thesis, Potter also features some well-drawn and nuanced characters who disrupt 
dominant conceptions of gender and sexuality. For example, Harry’s performance of 
dominant masculinity, although criticised in the scholarly literature as upholding 
oppressive gender norms, is not as flawless or all-encompassing as such criticism 
suggests. Although the text ultimately endorses a dominant masculinity, Harry as an 
adolescent boy is often powerless, victimised and emotional, all traits ‘outside’ dominant 
masculinity. While these trials and tribulations are essential to Harry’s becoming both a 
hero and a man in light of his victory over both death and Voldemort, his suffering under 
conditions so antithetical to dominant masculinity, sometimes without hope of reprieve, 
nevertheless suggests how non-dominant masculinities might be experienced. The 
inconsistencies between some of Harry’s experiences and his heroic masculinity are thus 
textual sites, the faultlines, where readers or fan authors intervene and where dominant 
masculinity may be disrupted. Severitus fanfiction offers examples of such interventions 
and expands upon these internal contradictions within the representation of masculinity 
in Potter, and making them visible, often by endorsing them as part of an alternative 
masculinity. 

While my preceding analysis of In Blood Only focussed on the reimagination of 
patriarchal power within that fanfic, the alternatives to patriarchal power demonstrated 
in the fanfic additionally suggest the complementary ways in which Severitus fanfiction 
also engages critically with masculinities. In chapter three I outlined the ways in which 

                                                
303 See Annette Wannamaker, “Men in Cloaks and High-heeled Boots, Men Wielding 
Pink Umbrellas: Witchy Masculinities in the Harry Potter novels,” Looking Glass: New 
Perspectives on Children’s Literature 10.1 (2006), for an extended discussion of this. 
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the conditions of dominant patriarchal masculinity rely simultaneously on compulsory 
heterosexuality, the abjection of femininity and homosexuality, and the valorisation of 
dominant masculinity. In In Blood Only, Harry’s and Severus’s evolution away from the 
dystopic performance of patriarchy is predicated on Harry’s empathy and 
openheartedness. By incorporating traits normatively constructed in patriarchal culture 
as feminine, that shift challenges the emotional aspects of dominant masculinity, which 
emphasise aggression, dominance and emotional control.304 This reimagination of 
masculinity in In Blood Only therefore disrupts the abjection of the feminine in 
dominant masculinity, creating an alternative masculinity. Unlike those alternatives to 
the dominant masculine which Buchbinder identifies in relation to the representation of 
Antony and Dracula, when Harry ‘violates the boundaries and contravenes the codes by 
which the masculine is maintained as separate from the feminine’ to ‘propose some 
other possible masculine,’305 his alternative to dominant masculinity is neither contained 
nor punished, but expanded and affirmed.  

This uncontained disruption of dominant masculinity through reimagination is 
also at work in other Severitus fanfiction, in particular through the reimagination of 
sexuality – both of individual characters and of cultural and ideological norms. In fact, 
In Blood Only is unique of the Severitus fanfiction under consideration in this thesis in 
that it is completely het.306 All of the other Severitus fanfics discussed so far are, or 
contain elements of, slash, disrupting the boundaries between dominant masculinity and 
homosexuality in some way, thus making a critical intervention into the source text’s 
sexual and gender ideologies. Accordingly, this chapter will explore the ways that 
sexuality is recreated in Severitus fanfiction on both personal and institutional levels, 
focussing on how this makes visible sexuality’s relationship to dominant masculinity in 
a patriarchal culture.  

Almost all academic work on fanfiction has engaged with slash either as its 
primary purpose, or as part of a wider survey. Both the earliest academic writing on 
fanfiction, such as the work of Russ and Lamb and Veith, as well as the most 
influential, including Jenkins, Bacon-Smith and Penley, have been concerned, either in 
part or in whole, with slash fan fiction.307 Dhaenens et al summarised the types of 

                                                
304 R.W. Connell, Masculinities, (St Sleonards, NSW: Allen and Unwin, 1995). 
305 David Buchbinder, Performance Anxieties: Re-producing Masculinity, (St Leonards: 
Allen & Unwin, 1998), pp. 91-92. 
306 ‘Het’ is a fan designation which, like slash, refers to the romantic and sexual 
relationships represented in a fanfiction. In a het fanfic, only heterosexual relationships 
will be depicted. This understanding of het is contested, however: some definitions of 
het allow for same-sex relationships in the fanfic, with het simply describing the 
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307 See Joanna Russ, “Pornography For Women, By Women, With Love,” Magic 
Mommas, Trembling Sisters, Puritans and Perverts: Feminist Essays, (Trumansberg, 
New York: the Crossing Press, 1985); Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers (New York: 
Routledge, 1992); Patricia Frazer Lamb and Diana L. Veith, “Romantic Myth, 
Transcendence, and Star Trek Zines,” Erotic Universe: Sexuality and Fantastic 
Literature, Ed. Donald Palumbo, (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986); Constance 
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approaches to slash fanfiction and highlight three elements that are common to the 
academic literature on slash: the perceived lack of (credible) female characters, the 
limits that dominant masculinity places on male characters, and the sexually subversive 
nature of slash fanfiction in a culture of heteronormativity.308 While these themes 
correlate closely with the themes I have identified in Potter fanfiction in this thesis, the 
focus of these previous works has been, if not ethnographic, then always primarily 
concerned with the fans themselves. In these works, fanfiction texts are used as 
evidence to explore fan practices and motivations, rather than as objects of study in 
themselves.  

The key works on slash fanfiction mentioned above were written largely before 
the emergence of internet fandom. The fans in question were almost exclusively 
straight, adult women who engaged in a more structured fan culture, participating 
through edited zines and organised conventions.309 Catherine Tosenberger, in an article 
on Potter slash, suggests that the results of such research, which suggest slash is ‘a 
potential site for women to resist the dominant ideologies of patriarchal, 
heteronormative culture … wherein women can articulate a fantasy of equality between 
romantic partners that is difficult to achieve in heterosexual relationships,’310 are a result 
not of slash itself, but of the subjects of the studies. She suggests that Potter fandom, 
one of the first fandoms of the Internet era, is constituted differently and instead 
characterizes it as a pseudonymous non-heteronormative space for the performance of 
identity, particularly for adolescents, a category of fan that had been largely ignored in 
earlier academic work on slash.311 She argues that 

 
Potter fandom is an arena in which fans of all ages, genders, and sexual 
orientations can tell stories to satisfy their own desires; this freedom is 
especially valuable for younger fans, whose self-expressions are heavily 
monitored in institutional settings. Fans are able to tell narratives of sexuality in 
a space not directly controlled by adults, and do not have to shape their stories to 
adult sensibilities and comfort levels. Potter fandom is a lively, intellectually 
stimulating, and tolerant interpretive community, and fans reap great rewards 

                                                                                                                                          
Penley, NASA/TREK: Popular Science and Sex in America, (London: Verso, 1997); 
Camille Bacon-Smith, Enterprising Women: Television Fandom and the Creation of 
Popular Myth, (Philadelphia: Univeristy of Pennsylvania Press, 1992). 
308 Frederik Dhaenens, Sofie Van Bauwel and Daniel Biltereyst, “Slashing the Fiction of 
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309 Catherine Tosenberger, "Homosexuality at the Online Hogwarts: Harry Potter Slash 
Fanfiction," Children's Literature 36 (2008), p. 189. 
310 Tosenberger, “Homosexuality at the Online Hogwarts,” p. 189. 
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not only in the form of increased literacy, but also by exposure to discourses 
outside of culturally mandated heteronormativity.312 

 
Tosenberger’s analysis of Potter slash fanfiction identifies both gender and sexuality, in 
particular heteronormativity, as important themes. However, although Tosenberger 
analyses fanfiction texts to support her argument, the focus nevertheless returns to fans’ 
motivations, benefits and identity-work. In so doing, the fanfiction text once again 
becomes evidence as opposed to an object of study. In contrast, in this thesis I analyse 
the (slash) fanfiction texts and the way that they engage with themes of gender and 
sexuality in a way that privileges the fanfiction text and its relationship to the source 
text, rather than the fan’s relationship to the source text. Thus, while I explore many of 
the same themes that previous academic work on slash has covered, my approach is 
informed by literary, rather than cultural, studies. 

The connections between sexuality and gender, in the form of heteronormativity 
and gender roles in the normative family, were discussed briefly in previous chapters. 
However, the connection between sexuality and gender ideologies needs to be explored 
in more detail to inform the analysis of alternative masculinities in Severitus fanfiction. 
Kristen Schilt and Laurel Westbrook offer an excellent overview of the scholarship in 
this field, beginning with Adrienne Rich’s conception of compulsory heterosexuality 
and Catharine MacKinnon’s “Feminism, Marxism, Method and the State”, critical 
theoretical positions which echo each other in suggesting that ‘sexuality is the linchpin 
of [gender] inequality’.313 Rich’s conception of compulsory heterosexuality is important 
also to queer theory, including the work of Judith Butler, whose work ‘turn[s] the gaze 
onto how the “heterosexual matrix” … maintains inequality between men and 
women.’314  

The law of compulsory heterosexuality is thus also implicated in Butler’s theory 
of gender performativity. The latter term does not mean that gender may be constructed 
at will by individuals, but rather that the performance of gender is always constrained 
by ‘historical contingencies’, which, while making gender appear natural and inevitable, 
are themselves ideological and therefore neither natural nor inevitable.315 Thus, the 

                                                
312 Tosenberger, “Homosexuality at the Online Hogwarts,” p. 203. 
313 Catharine MacKinnon, "Feminism, Marxism, Method and the State: An Agenda for 
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gendering of male and female bodies, and of male and female subjectivities, is strongly 
connected to sex and sexuality.316 As my introductory material on ideology suggested, it 
is when ideology, in this case patriarchal sexual ideology, is naturalized and working 
invisibly as common sense that it is most powerful, which makes the fanfiction process 
of making such ideological processes visible and  strange so useful.  

Theorising the causal connection between heterosexuality and gender in 
patriarchal culture signifies a shift in the focus of analysis from the ‘margins’ (women 
and male homosexuals) to the ‘centre’ (men and heterosexuality).317 This, Schilt and 
Westbrook argue, has enabled the theorisation of heteronormativity, which they define 
as: 

 
the suite of cultural, legal, and institutional practices that maintain normative 
assumptions that there are two and only two genders, that gender reflects 
biological sex, and that only sexual attraction between these ‘opposite’ genders 
is natural and acceptable.318  

 
Building on this observation, they argue that heterosexuality is central to the 
maintenance of a gender hierarchy that subordinates women to men.319  

Although Schilt and Westbrook focus on the importance of heteronormativity 
for power relationships between men and women in patriarchal culture, 
heteronormativity also has implications for relationships between men. Specifically 
with regard to masculinity, Judith Kegan Gardiner writes that the term sexuality is 
‘deeply suggestive, especially in light of contemporary queer theories, which remind us 
that heteronormativity is one of the chief means through which oppositional and 
dominating masculinity in men is created and sustained.'320 Buchbinder expands upon 
these implications, although he uses Gayle Rubin’s term the ‘sex-gender system’ rather 
than ‘patriarchy’ to discuss the link between sexuality and gender in western culture. 
The sex-gender system, he argues, ‘assumes gender properly to be grounded in 
heterosexual desire. In this way, sexuality … functions as a link between biological sex 
identity, on the one hand, and (apparent) social gender identity, on the other.’321 
Buchbinder further extrapolates the implications of this for masculinity:  
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[i]n the second place, in more recent cultural history, the masculine is defined by 
sexuality: properly speaking, the masculine is heterosexual. A homosexual, 
then, though male by sex is excluded or marginalised by virtue of the fact of his 
sexual preference for members of his own sex. However, this has not always 
historically been the case … Thus, masculinity is defined negatively in modern 
Western culture in two ways, once by sex and once by sexuality: the masculine 
is not female, and it is not homosexual.322 [original italics] 
 
Buchbinder conceives of masculinity as negatively defined by the expulsion or 

abjection of the female or feminine and the homosexual, rather than as a positive norm 
against which femininity and homosexuality are negatively defined.323 This signals that 
representations of masculinity in which femininity and homosexuality are not rendered 
abject may offer valuable alternatives to and possible critiques of dominant masculinity. 
My argument, outlined briefly in the beginning of this section with regards to In Blood 
Only, is that Severitus fanfiction, through its representation of alternative masculinities, 
critically intervenes and disrupts the ideologies of gender and sexuality in Potter. By 
disrupting the boundaries of dominant masculinity formed by compulsory 
heterosexuality and homophobia, Severitus fanfiction may potentially propose 
alternatives to dominant masculinity as well as alternative dominant masculinities.  

As noted earlier, dominant masculinity in Potter is constructed, due to generic 
conventions, around heroic masculinity. Heroic masculinity is akin to dominant 
masculinity, and can be regarded as a contextually specific representation of dominant 
masculinity. Margery Hourihan’s description of  ‘the hero’ in her book Deconstructing 
the Hero demonstrates this connection: 

 
[t]he hero is a man of action and it is in action that he expresses his nature – 
skill, courage, dominance and determination. He is neither contemplative nor 
creative. He marches onward, and when he encounters a dragon or a difficulty 
he deals with it. In some versions of the story it is action itself, as much as the 
final goal, which is the point of the quest.324 
 

Hourihan also highlights the importance of the narrative centrality of the hero to 
reproducing patriarchal gender ideology when she argues that  

 
one of the overriding meanings which readers construct from these stories is that 
it is the hero who is of primary importance and the activities of such men that 
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matter in the world: others exist only to assist their enterprises, and those who 
oppose them are wicked, or at least misguided.325  
 

These dual foundations of heroic dominant masculinity – generic convention centred on 
action and narrative centrality – are disrupted in Severitus fanfiction, which changes the 
narrative logic and focus of the source text’s heroic plot to a ‘family plot’ and expands 
the source text’s point of view to include in-depth coverage of other characters’ 
perspectives. Unlike the source text’s quest narrative, which must end in Harry’s 
eventual victory over his enemy, Voldemort, the family plot, as defined in the family 
chapters, structures the narrative action around plot points created by family, removing 
both the traditional heroic action and goal identified by Hourihan. The family plot also 
disrupts Harry’s dominant masculinity in another way, as Severus, who in the source 
text has long been dismissive of Harry’s heroic status, now has a legitimate claim to 
controlling and guiding Harry’s actions. This disruption is affirmed through the 
inclusion of Severus’s point of view.  

Alternatives to Dominant Masculinities in Skin Deep 
The  ideological ascendency of the heroic dominant masculine in Potter is 

reimagined in Severitus fanfiction in different ways. One of these is to reimagine 
Harry’s masculinity as  non-dominant, although it may still be heroic in nature. The most 
obvious alternative to dominant masculinity offered in Severitus fanfiction is that of 
Harry/Tallis in Skin Deep. This work reimagines sexuality in the magical world, 
rejecting heteronormativity and reimagining the majority of the magical world as 
bisexual.326 Harry/Tallis in Skin Deep is gay and in a long-term relationship with Bill 
Weasley, the oldest of the Weasley children. Due to heteronormativity’s importance in 
defining gender, these choices by author Vingilot have important implications for the 
dialogue between Skin Deep and Potter regarding masculinity. As Buchbinder writes, 
‘masculinity and heterosexuality, as both erotic desire and sexual orientation, are 
intimately intricated with one another,’327 so changes to the condition of one (in this case 
sexuality, which I have argued earlier is implicated in gender ideology) must therefore 
produce change in the other. Buchbinder also comments on the way that homosexuality 
disrupts the normative ideological discourses of sex and gender: 

 
Homosexual desire and the homosexual as a social being together thus disrupt a 
normative discourse which wants to be seen as natural and universal. We can 
trace this rupture in the way that the male body is culturally constructed in the 
processes of defining the masculine, in which the body becomes uniquely the 
                                                

325 Hourihan, p. 38. 
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 115 

subject of heterosexual desire. Homosexual desire, by contrast, sees it also as an 
object.328 
 

Given that dominant masculinity in Western patriarchal culture is predicated on the 
abjection of homosexuality and femininity, and the perceived relationship between these 
and (ef)feminisation, it is logical to suggest that the reimagination of the sexual norms 
of magical culture in Skin Deep will be realised in significant changes to the 
representation of masculinity, the male body as a desiring subject and the male body as 
desired object. 

These changes begin in Skin Deep with Harry’s past and his experience with the 
Dursleys, which are reimagined so that Harry emerges as a victim of extreme sexual and 
physical abuse, rather than of neglect and bullying shown in the source text. As a result 
of these experiences Harry is left physically small, and with an aversion to touch. Skin 
Deep explicitly addresses the conditions of heroic dominant masculinity when it 
suggests that no one has noticed Harry’s small size due to his heroic status: ‘Few people 
realized exactly how small he was—one of the perks of being extraordinarily famous 
was that people looked at him and saw what they wanted to see, and somehow, no one 
wanted a short, malnourished hero.'329 The body is thus an important element of 
dominant masculinity in our culture: physical size, strength, ability and (heterosexual) 
attractiveness are essential to maintaining dominant masculinity.  

However, masculinity that is constructed partly through the body is as 
vulnerable as the body itself and sometimes, Connell writes, this ‘performance cannot 
be sustained – for instance, as a result of physical disability.'330 In Skin Deep Harry’s 
performance of traditional heroic masculinity is disrupted by his bodily condition, 
which feminises or androgynises him. The importance of this is twofold. First, 
Harry’s/Tallis’s bodily gender ambiguity in Skin Deep questions the exclusively binary 
representation of gender within the source text, an observation which will be expanded 
upon in the chapter on the body. Second, by integrating the feminine and the masculine, 
Harry/Tallis as a character potentially upsets boundaries of dominant masculinity that 
are policed through both the threat of ‘(ef)feminisation or indeed even the perception of 
effeminacy.’ 331 Here, Skin Deep reveals how, in a patriarchal culture which rewards 
dominant masculinity and punishes men perceived as feminine, both men’s bodies and 
behaviours are surveyed and judged.  

Harry/Tallis’s physical androgyny in Skin Deep is perceived within the fanfic as 
a physical manifestation of his personality, which is a mix of what conservative gender 
ideology would class as traditionally masculine and traditionally feminine traits. In Skin 
Deep Harry/Tallis is incredibly magically powerful,  with such power, in any sphere, 
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being a traditionally masculine trait. In this version of Harry/Tallis’s final confrontation 
with Voldemort, he uses this great power to cast the killing curse, destroying Voldemort 
for good. However, using this much power affects his mental balance: 

 
… his mind fought to take control over the crackling, dancing power that 
skittered along his skin. The urge to give in to the power, to seize it, to become 
it, was overwhelming. He stood alone, and he gloried in the strength. 

In his mind’s eye, worlds flashed before him, each more glorious and 
more terrible than the one before. He saw himself, leading an army of wizards, 
each one marching mindlessly behind him to whatever fate decreed. He saw 
himself, seated in a throne as supplicants bowed before him, eager for his 
beneficence.332 
 

Harry breaks out of these visions of power when he realizes that Bill, his lover, would 
not approve of the man he has just imagined becoming. Power, in this case, needs to be 
handled with care and is seen as leading to corruption, while only love has the potential 
to hold it back. Instead of becoming a magical ruler, Harry/Tallis develops and uses his 
great power by training as a healer, a vocation traditionally associated with the feminine 
in both fantasy literature and real life. He returns to live his life as Tallis Snape, not 
Harry Potter, and does not take credit for the defeat of Voldemort, but rather works in 
the magical hospital and plans to marry Bill. Harry/Tallis’s choice of obscurity at the 
conclusion of Skin Deep may be read as a retreat from dominant and heroic masculinity, 
a choice which makes visible the conditions of these ideologically dominant forms of 
masculinity within the source text. 

Alternative Dominant Masculinity in E.M. Pinkʼs Part 
Series 

Although the rejection of heteronormativity in Severitus fanfiction may result in 
alternative masculinities being represented and endorsed, of the Severitus fanfics that 
explicitly eschew compulsory heterosexuality, only in Skin Deep is Harry himself gay. 
In E.M. Pink’s Part series, Harry is heterosexual, so still fulfils one of the essential 
conditions through which dominant masculinity is constructed in patriarchal culture, 
although he does so in a culture in which heterosexuality is not compulsory. Which in 
turn potentially affects the conditions of dominant masculinity, of masculinities more 
generally, and of heterosexuality itself. This is particularly true given the relationship 
between dominant masculinity and homosexuality – if there is no need to abject the 
homosexual from dominant masculinity, what might a dominant masculinity then look 
like? Further, how does the lack of compulsory heteronormativity, which would 
necessarily include a retreat from binary gender formations, influence the role of the 
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feminine in dominant masculinity? And finally, how might these changes affect 
relationships among men and between men and women?  

These questions are addressed in the Part series, which proposes an alternative 
dominant masculinity rather than alternatives to dominant masculinity. In the context of 
a modern proliferation of dominant masculinities and the continued influence and 
ubiquity of heteronormativity in both ‘real life’ and popular literature such as Potter, 
these Severitus fanfics are perhaps a more accessible approach to the criticism of 
masculinity in the source text than fanfics like Skin Deep. The fanfics of the Part series 
do not completely overturn either of the two primary conditions of dominant 
masculinity in Western patriarchal culture: sexism and heterosexuality. They still, 
however, offer an alternative dominant masculinity that is less homophobic, less sexist 
and less patriarchal. While the larger focus of these fanfics remains on relationships 
between men (fathers and sons in the family plot), changing patriarchal relationships 
between men will potentially create changes in patriarchal relationships between men 
and women, and in broader social power relations as well. 

In the Part series Harry learns about magical culture’s acceptance of 
homosexuality from his friends, who are staging an intervention after Harry has been 
disappearing regularly from the group. His friends do not realise that he has been 
disappearing because he has recently discovered that his biological father is Severus 
Snape, but assume instead that he is hiding a relationship with another boy for fear that 
they would disapprove.  

 
“No matter who you go out with,” Neville said, firmly, eyes shining 

earnestly. For a moment, Harry could not for the life of him understand what his 
friends were so clumsily trying to say. That moment lasted only until Ron 
opened his mouth, firmly putting his foot in it. 

“It’s all right among wizards, you know, Harry – no one really cares if 
you like a blo– ” … 

“What?” He began, eyes widening dramatically. “You can’t think – you 
can’t think I’m a – Ron, are you – are you trying to tell me – you think that I’m 
– I’m gay?” … 
 

Harry denies, truthfully, that he is gay or in a same-sex relationship and calls upon 
Ginny, to whom he has become attracted over the summer holidays, to confirm his 
heterosexuality. 

 
“Listen – I’m not gay, alright – Ginny,” he began, desperately, “d’you 

remember the morning we left for Hogwarts?” 
“Harry,” she began dubiously, but he cut her off. 
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“You don’t remember me seeing you – in – in the shower? … God, 
Ginny, don’t make me spell it out – oh – fine, let’s just – let’s just say… you’re 
definitely not a little girl anymore, okay … And – well, I’m a boy, and it – er – 
affected me…”333 
 

This passage could be read as supporting Harry’s dominant masculinity and reinforcing 
the boundaries around dominant masculinity with regard to homosexuality. That Harry 
cannot even imagine what his friends are trying to say to him at first confirms that 
homosexuality is unthinkable for Harry, while his rush to prove his heterosexuality 
confirms the positive association between masculinity and heterosexuality, at least in 
Harry’s mind. It is clear from Harry’s ignorance, however, that he still thinks of 
masculinity in terms of non-magical culture’s definitions. As the fanfic progresses and 
Harry grows closer to his father and more interpellated into magical culture the 
relationship between heterosexuality and dominant masculinity comes under scrutiny. 
 The above encounter takes place very early in the first instalment, Part the First, 
of this three part series, which covers a great deal of action and growth and therefore 
requires a short summary. In Part the First Harry discovers that his father is Severus 
Snape, after observing a series of physical changes in his own body and receiving 
confirmation in the form of a letter from his late adopted father, James Potter. Harry and 
Severus have a difficult relationship, which is still not completely resolved when later in 
this first instalment Harry is captured by Death Eaters and brought to Voldemort. 
During his captivity he is tortured and raped by Death Eaters and is believed by his 
friends and allies to be dead at the hand of Voldemort.334 The end of Part the First sees 
Harry kill one of his rapists and escape captivity, although not before his father, 
Severus, in his role as spy among the Death Eaters, witnesses his son’s torture. 

At the beginning of Part the Second, the reader discovers that Harry has 
survived his escape, although barely, and only Severus, Dumbledore and Remus Lupin 
are aware of his continued existence. During Harry’s long and difficult recovery, 
Dumbledore decides that it would be best for Harry to remain ‘dead’, as this will protect 
him from Voldemort and from the public, allowing him to attend school and continue to 
train for his final confrontation with Voldemort in relative safety. The glamour that 
made Harry look like James Potter is completely removed, and Severus trains Harry so 
that he may pass as Tobias Snape, Severus’s nephew and apprentice, at Hogwarts. 
Harry’s capture and torture, and the performance of his new identity as Tobias Snape 
change him greatly, in ways he chooses and ways he does not. 

                                                
333 E.M. Pink, “Part the First,” Fanfiction.net, first published 21 August 2005, 
completed 4 September 2005. Accessed 29 November 10, 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/866704/E_M_Pink/>, Ch. 5. 
334 E.M. Pink, “Part the Second,” Fanfiction.net, first published 4 September 2005, 
completed 27 October 2005. Accessed 29 November 2010, 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/866704/E_M_Pink/>, Ch. 4. 
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Upon his return to Hogwarts as Tobias Snape at the beginning of Part the Third, 
Harry/Tobias is sorted into Slytherin House, the traditional rival of his previous house, 
Gryffindor. His father, Severus, is the head of Slytherin, and the rest of the staff and 
students believe that Harry/Tobias is his nephew from Romania. Slytherin is also the 
house of Harry’s school-yard nemesis, Draco Malfoy, whom Harry/Tobias now has 
great difficulty dealing with after his rape and torture at the hands of Draco’s father, 
Lucius Malfoy. In Slytherin, however, Harry makes new friends, who include Blaise 
Zabini, Theodore (Theo) Nott and Tracey Davis. Blaise, Theo and Tracey are all 
characters the reader knows from the source text but who received very little character 
development due to their peripheral or non-existent roles in Harry’s quest. Part the 
Third, like other Severitus fanfiction, shifts the focus from the heroic quest, thereby 
changing the conditions under which Harry’s masculinity is developed and giving other 
voices a chance to be heard. Although Part the Third is largely narrated from Harry’s 
point of view, his new identity as a member of Slytherin House disrupts the frequently 
simplistic division of the Hogwarts houses into ‘good’ and ‘evil’ which occurs in the 
source text, and this in turn further complicates the idea of heroic masculinity.  

The Part series also complicates the heteronormative representation of sexuality 
in the source text and reimagines both heterosexuality and homosexuality in ways 
which affect the performance of dominant masculinity. As demonstrated earlier, the 
magical world in the Part series is reimagined without compulsory heterosexuality, so 
that to be gay or bisexual is acceptable. This, however, is not to say that homophobia 
does not exist and, unlike Skin Deep and Blood Magic, the Part series includes 
homophobic characters, such as Draco Malfoy.  

When discussing positive alternative dominant masculinities in Part it is 
illustrative to consider the relationship between Harry/Tobias and Draco in the fanfic as 
well as Harry and Draco’s relationship in Potter. In the source text, Draco is Harry’s 
school-yard enemy. A bully and a bigot who lords his greater wealth and status over 
Ron (and Harry, to an extent), Draco treats Hermione and Harry poorly because of their 
non-magical heritage. Later, as Voldemort gains power, Draco becomes more 
legitimately dangerous. However, this power and control, as well as his father’s, are 
shown to be illusory under the rule of Voldemort, who subjugates them both. Draco and 
Harry compete with each other in class and on the Quidditch field; though Harry is not a 
high achiever, Draco regularly sabotages his work in class and gets him into trouble; but 
in Quidditch, the primary sport of the magical world and of Hogwarts, Harry excels  and 
remains undefeated by Draco, despite the other boy’s underhanded tactics. Indeed, 
Harry has succeeded in Quidditch from a young age (he is the youngest house player in 
a century)335 and is a ‘natural’, going so far as to best Draco, an experienced flier, on his 
first time on a broom, winning him the spot on the Gryffindor Quidditch team.  

                                                
335 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 1997), p. 113. 



 

 120 

The role of sport in the construction of masculinity is noted by R.W. Connell 
and is applicable to Harry’s masculinity in Potter as well as to the construction of 
subordinated masculinity.  

 
In Western countries … images of ideal masculinity are constructed and 
promoted most systematically through competitive sport. Though adults are 
spectators more often than participants, schoolchildren do play sport a great deal 
and are taught to regard sporting success as a matter of deep importance. The 
combination of force and skill that is involved in playing well at games like 
football, cricket and baseball, and which is central even in highly individualized 
sports like surfing, becomes a strongly cathected aspect of an adolescent boy’s 
life … for most it becomes a model of bodily action that has a much wider 
relevance than the particular game. Prowess of this kind becomes a means of 
judging one’s degree of masculinity.336 
 

The importance of sporting success to masculinity is also present in Potter through 
Quidditch. Harry’s natural sporting ability is significant in three ways: it is a connection 
to his father James Potter, also an excellent Quidditch player; as a purely magical sport 
it is an element of dominant magical masculinity; and finally, his effortless ability 
maintains the notion that masculinity is natural and easy, rather than something 
constructed or achieved on an everyday basis, often with great difficulty. Indeed, for 
Draco, sporting prowess is less easily acquired: when he joins the Slytherin house team 
in second year it is widely acknowledged that his father ‘bought’ him the position with 
a gift of new brooms to the Slytherin team,  yet despite this, Harry still beats him, and 
the rest of the Slytherin team. Similarly, when Ron eventually joins the Gryffindor 
Quidditch team in Order of the Phoenix, he struggles to succeed in opposition to 
Harry’s natural ease, suggesting that both Draco and Ron’s masculinities are 
subordinated to Harry’s through the key performance of sport. 

Beyond their sporting rivalries, Harry and Draco see the other as a threat 
throughout the books, and are aligned early on with opposing ideologies and, later, are 
located on opposite sides in the war. By the end of the series, however, Harry has come 
to feel sympathy for Draco and even saves his life during the final battle of Hogwarts. 
Harry can afford to feel sympathy for his enemies – as the hero of the book, he was 
always guaranteed to come out ahead of Draco, who, in contrast to Harry’s heroic 
masculinity, is represented as sycophantic, spoiled, cowardly and dishonest. These 
character traits are also a symbolic shorthand for the perceived traits of Slytherin House, 
represented by the snake, in contrast to the courageous Gryffindor House, represented 

                                                
336 R.W. Connell, Gender and Power, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987), pp. 84-85. 
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by the lion.337 Yet, both Harry and Draco are presented as heterosexual, either through 
their actions or through omission, and express the physical elements of masculinity in a 
way that conforms to the dominant gender ideology. Indeed, the conflict between Harry 
and Draco in the source text can be read as a contrast between different versions of 
dominant masculinity: Harry’s eventual triumph over both Draco and his allies (the 
Death Eaters and Voldemort) represents the triumph of the heroic iteration of dominant 
masculinity, defined in the world of Potter by honesty, action, physical and magical 
prowess, explicit heterosexuality and moral authority, while Draco’s version of 
dominant masculinity, relying only on prestige, wealth and influence (all things which 
Harry has too, to some extent), is seen as insufficient.338 

Harry and Draco’s personal and symbolic relationship is transformed in the Part 
series as Harry changes, especially in his Tobias persona. During Part the First, Harry 
and Draco interact as they do in the source text. Upon Harry’s return to Hogwarts as 
Tobias in Part the Third, however, things develop differently. After being sorted into 
Slytherin House, Harry/Tobias gets to know Draco better and, unlike his corresponding 
avatar in many other Severitus fanfics, he discovers that Draco is just as bad, if not 
worse, than he had always thought. Draco, with Harry Potter supposedly dead, 
encounters fewer people able to challenge or stand up to his bullying and abuse. He 
engages in sexual harassment of girls and openly expresses homophobia towards 
Harry/Tobias’s new friend Theo, who is gay. Thus, Draco, in Part, performs a dystopic 
version of dominant masculinity in which homosexuality and femininity are abjected, 
and homophobia and misogyny take their place. These negative aspects of patriarchal 
dominant masculinity are taken to their extremes. Draco’s homophobia and misogyny 
are both demonstrated in the following excerpt which takes place in the Slytherin boys’ 
showers, with Draco, Theo and Harry/Tobias. Draco taunts Theo by suggesting to 
Harry/Tobias (Snape) that Theo is part of what Draco supposes to be Harry/Tobias’s 
and Tracey’s sexual relationship.  

 
"Oh, so [Theo’s] in on it, eh?" Draco said, smirking as he stuck his head 

out of the shower he was now occupying. Toby sighed, thanking his stars that he 
was now near enough to grab [Theo’s] arm, knowing it might actually be useless 
at this point in time. "Who does [Theo] fuck, Snape, you or the Davis whore?" 

                                                
337 The fan response to the superficial portrayal of all Slytherins (apart from Severus and 
Slughorn, both of whom are negatively portrayed in their own ways) as bigoted, evil or 
simply nasty, has been to critique it in fan commentary, to challenge it in fanfiction by, 
for instance, offering more nuanced understandings of the characters and the house as a 
whole, including writing about friendships and romantic relationship between characters 
from different houses, having characters sorted into different houses, or turning the 
moral world of the books around and portraying the Slytherin characters as subjugated. 
338 Of course, traits like honesty in heroic masculinity are not absolute: Harry must lie 
and trick to achieve some of his victories, but it is in service of the larger heroic quest 
and overcoming his enemies or protecting his friends and allies. 
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"You take that back – " Theo said after a moment of strangled protest, 
starting to struggle out of Tobias' grip, something which [Tobias] cautiously 
decided to put a stop to almost immediately, preparing to cast the most careful 
Calming charm he knew. "I'm warning you, Draco – " 

"You know, they [Tobias and Tracey] probably want your stinking little 
prick out of the equation by now, Theo. Tracey probably wants it from a real 
man, now – "339 
 

Draco taunts Theo about his supposed sexual liaison with Harry/Tobias in order to 
anger him, while attempting to upset Harry/Tobias by this implication of homosexuality 
as well as by his attitude towards Tracey, whom he calls a whore. Harry/Tobias 
attempts to protect Theo from Draco, whose homophobic bigotry is challenged by 
Harry/Tobias at other points in Part the Third, rather than left unopposed, as are the 
couple of homophobic slights in the source text.340 Despite his earlier shocked denial in 
Part the First, when his friends confronted him with their suspicion of his 
homosexuality, Harry/Tobias is absolutely accepting of Theo’s homosexuality. Draco’s 
bullying of Theo,  contrasted with Harry/Tobias’s support of his friend, makes visible 
the conditions of masculinity which require the abjection of homosexuality. Meanwhile 
the site of this exchange in the boys’ communal showers simultaneously highlights the 
importance of homosociality to dominant masculinity, and its link to homophobia. This 
close association between the homophobic, the homosocial and the homoerotic, as 
Buchbinder argues, demonstrates the ‘radical ambiguity’ of the conditions of the 
patriarchal masculine and ‘suggests that the discourse of masculinity in our culture 
relies on a simultaneous recognition and disavowal, via the homosocial, of the 
homoerotic and homosexual’341 

Buchbinder refers to the contradiction between homosociality and homophobia 
as one of the ‘twin motors which drive the patriarchal machine,’ the other being the 
contradictory coupling of heterosexual desire and misogyny.342  While heterosexuality is 
compulsory for dominant masculinity, the necessary abjection of femininity from 
dominant masculinity requires a level of misogyny to maintain dominant masculinity in 
the face of close emotional ties with women. This contradiction between heterosexuality 
and misogyny is also made visible in Part the Third, again through the comparison 
between Harry/Tobias and Draco. Draco not only harasses young women sexually: he 
does so unsuccessfully, inasmuch as his attention fails to attract girls. In contrast, 

                                                
339 E.M. Pink, “Part the Third,” Fanfiction.net, first published 1 November 2005, 
incomplete as of 19 November 2011, last updated 25 March 2006. Accessed 19 
November 2011, <http://www.fanfiction.net/u/866704/E_M_Pink/>, Ch. 5. 
340 Part the Third, Ch. 4. See Tison Pugh and David L. Wallace, “Heteronormative 
Heroism and Queering the School Story in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series,” 
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 31.3 (2006), p. 190 for examples. 
341 Buchbinder, p. 128. 
342 Buchbinder, p. 128. 



 

 123 

Harry/Tobias’s approach to his interactions with girls, while still conforming to some 
elements of dominant masculinity (for example, the expectation that a male will 
demonstrate sexual experience, physical attractiveness and assertiveness) is successful 
in actually attracting girls. This includes Tracey Davis, to whom Draco is also attracted 
(but whom he has insulted in the previous quoted passage), despite her continuing 
refusals. Tracey herself notes the difference between Harry/Tobias’s and Draco’s 
performances of heterosexuality after Harry and Severus’s planned rumours about 
Harry/Tobias’s sexual conquests (for the purpose of supporting his new identity) begin 
to spread. Tracey notes that despite these rumours, Harry/Tobias doesn’t seem like the 
type to ‘be that person’: 

 
"Like Draco," she replied, wryly. "Oh – I suppose I wouldn't know. But you 
haven't tried anything just yet, have you?" she narrowed her eyes mockingly at 
him. "Draco would've, by now, you know. Had me up against a…wall," she 
continued, tone faltering suddenly. Toby's thoughts chased himself around in his 
head as he fought the strong desire to Legilimise her [view her current thoughts] 
– he was so aroused, now, that some of that could possibly spill over, and where 
would he be then.343 
 

Despite his attraction and arousal, something which he has found difficult to control 
during his recovery from his rape, Harry/Tobias chooses not to pursue a sexual or 
romantic encounter with Tracey, although she indicates that she is open to one. Instead, 
he goes to his hidden practice room and masturbates, after which he creates and 
decimates mannequins designed to look like Lucius Malfoy, his one surviving rapist. In 
this sequence, Harry/Tobias demonstrates awareness of the ways sex and sexuality can 
be used to exploit and disempower, and chooses not to participate in the relations it 
creates, even in consensual relationships between men and women; rather, he finds 
sexual satisfaction in the form of masturbation and releases his anger and frustration 
through simulated violence. 

Tracey has indicated already that she is attracted to Harry/Tobias, and his choice 
not to act upon this attraction is contrasted positively against Draco’s bullying and 
misogynistic performance of the heterosexuality required by dominant masculinity. The 
following conversation, in which Draco asks Harry/Tobias how he ‘got’ Tracey, while 
Draco himself could not, illustrates this clearly: 

 
"There's only so far you can force someone into something they don't 

want to do, and there's only so far you can get with that kind of approach – " 
[Toby said]. 

                                                
343 Part the Third, Ch. 5. 
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Draco snorted derisively. "I can't believe I'm hearing this from you, you 
know, with all your flashy spells and your dodgy borderline 'defence' crap. You 
act like there's not fifty different spells for that kind of thing – " 

"Which is moot if you can't get that kind of thing without resorting to 
magic," Tobias said.344   
 

Draco here is revealed as a potential date-rapist who believes that his male privilege 
gives him the right to use spells to coerce women into sleeping with him. Harry/Tobias, 
meanwhile, shuts him down by challenging his masculinity, asserting that the use of 
such spells may in fact diminish one’s masculinity, which in part relies on being 
attractive to women. This, in Harry/Tobias’s case, involves more than simply physical 
attractiveness, but requires also treating women as equals, as friends and partners, rather 
than as sexual objects, as Draco does.  

Harry/Tobias’s attractiveness has already been acknowledged by other students 
at Hogwarts, and , unlike Draco, he is the recipient of female attention. It is illustrative 
here to return to the source text to draw comparisons between the development of 
Harry’s sexuality in Potter and in the fanfic. In Potter Harry enters his sixth year Half-
Blood Prince and becomes the centre of a good deal of female attention, due to his 
increased attractiveness and status as the ‘Chosen One,’ now that Voldemort’s return 
has been acknowledged. Harry is described as being ‘surrounded by mesmerised 
girls’,345 even at Quidditch practice, where his confusion at the number of girls causes 
Hermione to explain that ‘It’s not Quidditch that’s popular, its you! You’ve never been 
more interesting and, frankly, you’ve never been more fanciable.’346 Harry’s sixth year 
at Hogwarts in the source text also introduces his first, and only, successful romantic 
relationship, which also offers a useful contrast to the alternative dominant masculinity 
represented by Tobias in Part the Third. Although in Half-blood Prince Harry turns 
down most of the offers from women, realising that he is, in fact, attracted to Ginny 
Weasley, when he does begin the relationship, it is through his agency and through the 
typically assertive behaviour associated with dominant masculinity. Ginny has just 
defeated Cho, Harry’s previous crush, in the Gryffindor vs. Ravenclaw Quidditch 
match. Harry, who had detention with Snape and was thus unable to play, returns to the 
Gryffindor common room to find everyone celebrating the victory: 

  
Harry looked around; there was Ginny running towards him; she had a hard, 
blazing look in her face as she threw her arms around him. And without 
thinking, without planning it, without worrying about the fact that fifty people 

                                                
344 Part the Third, Ch. 5. 
345 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-blood Prince, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2005), p. 131. 
346 Rowling, Half-blood Prince, p. 206. 
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were watching, Harry kissed her. … The creature in his chest roared in 
triumph.347 
  

It is clear that Ginny is acting with some agency – she comes to Harry – and she has 
also been dating other men rather than simply waiting for Harry. Nevertheless, it is 
Harry who initiates their first kiss, and it is also Harry who decides that they must end 
their relationship at the end of this book. This reinforces the male-centred 
heterosexuality that patriarchy and dominant masculinity require. This behaviour 
contrasts with that of Harry/Tobias in Part the Third, who refuses to act on his 
attraction to Tracey, despite its being reciprocated. Unlike Harry in the source text, who 
conforms to Horstmann’s description of conditions of adolescent heroic masculinity in 
which young men neither sexually exploit girls and nor are themselves sexually 
exploited,348 Harry/Tobias has experienced the lack of agency and control which comes 
with rape, and still associates assertive sexuality with this experience.349 He has a much 
more nuanced understanding of the connection between sex and power, and chooses not 
to assume the role which dominant masculinity expects of him.  

These examples from the Part series demonstrate the way that Harry/Tobias is 
able to perform an alternative dominant masculinity without the abjection of 
homosexuality required by the traditional dominant masculinity which Buchbinder 
describes and which is endorsed by the source text. The removal of the condition of 
heteronormativity in Part creates an analytical dialogue with the source text regarding 
dominant masculinity and its links to sexuality. By representing and endorsing a form of 
alternative dominant masculinity not predicated upon the expulsion of the homosexual, 
the Part series disrupts one of the key ideological conditions of dominant masculinity 
and creates space for the construction of alternative, unsubordinated masculinities. In 
contrasting Harry/Tobias’s alternative performance of dominant masculinity favourably 
with Draco’s dystopic patriarchal one, which takes the most negative aspects of 
traditional masculinity to their extremes, the Part series both reveals and critically 
intervenes in those ideological faultlines which reproduce dominant masculinity, both in 
the source text and in ‘real’ life. 

Denaturalising Heterosexuality and Dominant Masculinity 
Schilt and Westbrook argue that '[h]ow people respond to breaches to 

naturalised attitudes about gender and sexuality can illuminate the processes and 
                                                

347 Rowling, Half-blood Prince, p. 499. The ‘creature in Harry’s chest’ is fondly referred 
to by fans as Harry’s ‘chest monster’. It is often used as an example of Rowling’s 
difficulty in writing believable romances. 
348 Ulrike Horstmann, ““Boy!” – Male Adolescence in Contemporary Fantasy Novels,” 
Images of Masculinity in Fantasy Fiction, Eds. Susanne Fendler and Ulrike Horstmann, 
(Lewiston, N.Y.: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), p. 96. 
349 Whether rape can be considered sex, rather than violence, is up for debate. 
Harry/Tobias, however, associates his experience of rape with sex, as indicated by his 
difficulty with sexual feelings during his healing and recovery. 
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mechanisms behind the everyday unfolding of not just doing gender but also doing 
heteronormativity.’350 Severitus fanfiction responds to the naturalised attitudes about 
gender and sexuality in the books by breaching them. Fanfiction readers are then invited 
to respond to that breach, by reconsidering the books in a critical light. Thus, the Part 
series, like the other Severitus fanfiction analysed in this chapter, offers fan readers a 
critical framework through which to ‘re-read’ the source text’s ideologies of gender and 
sexuality.  

Each of the Severitus fanfics analysed in this chapter has reimagined elements of 
gender and sexuality in Potter in ways which, when re-read in the intertextual dialogue 
between the fanfiction and the source text, make visible and strange the ideologies of 
gender and sexuality in Potter. The focussed intertextuality between Severitus fanfiction 
and the source text thus becomes a critical tool, enabling the fanfiction reader to 
reconsider the source text’s approaches to patriarchy and masculinity in a different light. 
In reimagining and recreating masculinity and patriarchy through the representation of 
magical society, the family and individual men, Severitus fanfiction highlights for its 
readers the ideological conditions of the source text upon which these institutions and 
individuals are built. In doing so, this fanfiction duplicates some of the insights of the 
scholarly critics of Potter. For example, the disruption of the conditions of dominant 
masculinity in Skin Deep and the Part series may be compared to the analyses of those 
scholars, such as Pugh and Wallace, who offer a critique of Potter’s heterosexism and 
endorsement of hegemonic masculinity.  

The focus on gender and sexuality signals the body as an area for further 
investigation, one supported by the content of Severitus fanfiction. Judith Butler’s 
insights into the implications of both patriarchy and heteronormativity for the body are 
useful here. Butler argues that one of the consequences of patriarchal ideology is that 
‘the universal person and the masculine gender are conflated, thereby defining women 
in terms of their sex and extolling men as the bearers of a body-transparent universal 
personhood.’351 Butler’s observation is particularly relevant when one considers the 
attention that Severitus fanfiction pays to bodily change, as Harry’s appearance alters. 
Therefore, Severitus fanfiction’s focus on the changeable male body may be read as a 
further disruption of patriarchal assumptions of male gender neutrality. Likewise, 
Butler’s observation that the ‘cultivation of bodies into discrete sexes with “natural” 
appearance and “natural” heterosexual disposition’ is ideologically required by 
compulsory heterosexuality is relevant to Severitus fanfiction.352 Severitus fanfiction’s 
disruption of compulsory heterosexuality, which in this chapter I have linked to 

                                                
350 Schilt and Westbrook, p. 444. 
351 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Tenth Anniversary Edition, (London: Routledge, 
1999), pp. 13-14. 
352 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in 
Phenomenology and Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal 14:4 (1988), p. 524. 
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dominant masculinity, may also provide critical insights into the body and its 
relationship to ideology, a theme to which I turn in the following chapter. 
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Section III – The Body
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Chapter Six: Considering the Body in Potter 
In Severitus fanfiction, Harry recreates himself following the revelation that 

Severus is his biological father. This includes both psychological and physical 
adjustments. Some of these changes are out of his control: elements of physical change 
such as Harry's height and facial features cannot be reversed or stopped, only concealed. 
Other changes, such as his hair styling and clothing, he takes on by choice. There is also 
a focus on ideas of cultural belonging and how one becomes a wizard, which means far 
more than simply being a male with magical ability. In going through this process of 
both forced and chosen re-creation, the character of Harry in Severitus fanfiction reveals 
the ways in which the connections between biological sex and gender are naturalised – 
significantly, through sexuality. The focus on physical change in Severitus fanfiction 
also means that the body emerges as a primary focus of the institutions and ideologies 
that are central to these fanfics. 353 

The focus on the body in Severitus fanfiction is foreshadowed by the original 
challenge made by Severitus, which requests that the fanfic responses include Harry’s 
body slowly changing to resemble that of Severus.354 This physical change occurs in all 
of the Severitus fanfiction under investigation but Mine,355 and draws attention to the 
body, in particular the male body. As Harry goes through physical changes, caused by 
the removal or deterioration of the magic used to make him resemble James Potter, both 
he and the reader become more aware of the role of the physical body in navigating 
both the world and culture. For example, as I suggested in chapter two, the discovery of 
a living magical father raises questions of cultural and national belonging and the role 
that family plays in this. Severitus fanfiction addresses these questions through attention 
to the body, including bodily comportment, manners, dress and performance. The focus 
in Severitus fanfiction on the changing male body also disrupts the naturalisation of the 
male body in the source text, which occurs despite the potential for bodily change using 
magic demonstrated in the source text. My work on the body in these chapters therefore 
brings together threads from my previous themes of the family and masculinity.  

This chapter, like the other first chapters in each section, offers a 
contextualisation for my analysis of the critical dialogue between Severitus fanfiction 

                                                
353 As with the theme of masculinities, the body in Potter fanfiction is a theme that is 
explored in many fanfiction genres beyond Severitus. Mpreg fanfiction, for example, 
engages directly with bodily change and with physical transgenderism, while 
creature!fic, fanfiction in which a human character is discovered to have non-human 
ancestry almost always involves elements of bodily transformation and exploration. 
Further study which explores the body in such genres would be fruitful, but is outside 
the scope of this thesis. 
354 Severitus, “The Challenge,” Severitus.net, 2001, accessed 2008, 
<http://www.severitus.net/thechallenge.htm/>. 
355 In Mine and Snape’s Vocation, on the other hand, the change is registered more 
through the recognition of physical similarities, rather than any actual physical change. 
This is due to the method of Harry’s conception in these narratives, in which he was 
never magically disguised or made more closely to resemble James Potter. 
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and the source text with regard to the body. It does so in two ways: by offering an 
overview of relevant scholarly work on the body, and also by linking this work to the 
source text through an analysis of the body in Potter. The overview of scholarly work 
on the body focuses on the body in culture, the implications of the naturalisation of the 
sexed body, and the reasons for and importance of looking at the male body in 
particular. This work is used to illuminate where the faultlines of the  representation of 
the body in Potter lie, suggesting areas with which Severitus fanfiction might critically 
engage.  

Although parts of the scholarly work on gender and sexuality in Potter overlap 
with critical approaches to the body, the body itself has not been a significant subject of 
critical inquiry with regard to Potter. Thus, while exploring the body in Potter, I 
provide my own framework, using broader scholarly consideration of the body drawn 
from the fields of feminism and queer studies, which also serves to complicate the 
approaches to gender that I have used in previous chapters.  

Cartesian Dualisms in Potter 
The body has been an important site of philosophical and critical inquiry, from 

Plato to Descartes and through to modern feminism and queer theory. Significant 
conceptions and critical inquiries into the body which have animated dominant ideology 
have subordinated the body to the mind. Women’s bodies especially, as Mary Kosut 
and Lisa Jean Moore argue, have been considered to be further from the mind and 
‘posited as entirely fleshy, leaky, and linked to the primitive, whereas male bodies were 
associated with the mind, logic, rationality, and civility.’356 Certain male bodies also 
suffered this fate – bodies of non-European men, of working class men and of particular 
European ethnicities (for example, Jewish people and Roma) were also, like women’s 
bodies, associated less with the mind.  

For feminist critical work on the body, the philosophical writings of René 
Descartes (1596-1650) take on a great deal of importance. He has been dubbed the 
father of modern philosophy and his work informs many of the most influential 
Enlightenment thinkers. Elizabeth Grosz notes that the ‘Cartesian tradition has been 
more influential than any other tradition in establishing the agenda for philosophical 
reflection and in defining the terrain, either negatively or positively, for later concepts 
of subjectivity and knowledge.’357 Descartes’s most famous philosophical utterance, ‘I 
think, therefore I am,’ sums up his perceptions of the body and its relationship to 
subjectivity, as does what is now referred to as the ‘Cartesian dualism,’ which is 
usefully summarised by Kosut and Moore:  

 

                                                
356 Kosut and Moore, p. 4. 
357 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1994), p. 10. 
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Cartesian dualism refers to the radical distinction made between the mind and 
the body in social and philosophical inquiry. In particular, proponents of this 
perspective have tended to privilege and highlight mental processes, the self, and 
the soul as being paramount to human existence. The physical body is in effect 
conceptually dislodged from the mind, as if the self of the soul could exist on its 
own—hence this advanced the idea that the mind and body are distinct entities 
that should be examined as such.358 

 
Perspectives on the body informed by Cartesian thought take a number of forms in 
modern thinking. Grosz identifies three major ‘lines of investigation’ which she argues 
may be considered the ‘heirs’ to Cartesianism.359 In the first, the body is considered an 
object for natural sciences, as purely biological and ahistorical, or alternatively, for the 
humanities, as a ‘merely physical’ extension.360 The second line of investigation, which 
is close to Descartes’s own understanding, is of the body as an instrument or tool, a 
notion which often deploys analogies of ships, clockwork and the body as an unthinking 
machine. More generally, Cartesian understandings of the body have also informed 
some strands of feminist thought which define patriarchy as the male right to women’s 
bodies, but also those which defer to ‘conditioning’ or ‘social constructionism’ as 
explanations for women’s oppression.361 Grosz’s third strand is the Cartesian informed 
understanding of the body as a signifying medium or vehicle of expression, a two-way 
conduit between the ‘external’ world and the subject. In order to support this conception 
of the body, the body itself must be reduced to ‘predictable, knowable transparency’ and 
its ‘constitutive role’ ignored.362 

These assumptions informed the Cartesian separation of the mind and the body 
and the subsequent devaluation of the body is reflected in Potter in the way the 
characters interact with the world, and especially magic. Magic in Potter, as I argued in 
my analysis of kinship curses in In Blood Only in chapter two, can be seen as an 
extension of ideology: magic functions as a material practice of ideology and is shaped 
by, and also shapes, magical culture and knowledge. It is therefore useful to look at 
spells to explore how the body is conceived in Potter.  Magic in Potter is capable of 
affecting the physical body, the mind and the soul. The existence of the soul is 
supported in Potter by the presence of Horcruxes and Dementors. Horcruxes rely on the 
ability of a wizard or witch to separate a piece of their soul, and store it in an object, 
thus rendering them immortal so long as that piece remains safely in its container. 

                                                
358 Kosut and Moore, p. 20. 
359 Grosz, p. 8. 
360 Grosz, p. 8. 
361 Grosz, pp. 8-9. Feminists that Grosz argues assume this conception of the female 
body under patriarchy include Catharine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, Mary Daly, and 
Carole Pateman. She argues that the work of Gilligan and Chodorow exemplifies the 
conditioning/social constructionist strand of thought, Grosz, p. 9.  
362 Grosz, pp. 9-10. 
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Dementors are able to affect the mind and the soul: being near a Dementor sucks out 
‘every good feeling, every happy memory’, leaving victims to experience only their 
worst memories and feelings.363   

Dementors are also capable of performing the ‘Dementor’s Kiss’ (also known 
simply as ‘the Kiss’): a Dementor which gets close can suck out a victim’s soul through 
the mouth, leaving the body a husk.364 However, the removal of the soul does not result 
in death, for, as with the Horcrux, the soul resides on earth (although inside a 
Dementor). Remus Lupin describes the result to Harry as follows: 

 
You can exist without your soul, you know, as long as your brain and heart are 
still working. But you’ll have no sense of self anymore, no memory, no … 
anything. There’s no chance of recovery. You’ll just – exist. As an empty shell. 
And your soul is gone forever … lost.365 

 
These examples thus assume that the soul exists, and is the ‘essence’ of self, of the 
subject. Although the brain may continue to function, it is clear that the mind (in the 
sense of subjective memory or affect) is gone. Mind is therefore closely connected with 
self/soul in Potter. Further, a Cartesian logic is evident in the functions of both 
Horcruxes and Dementors, since their horror lies in the notion that bodies and mind can 
be separated and even function independently. 

Pensieves also demonstrate how in Potter the mind is conceived of as radically 
separable from the body. Resembling a bird bath, the Pensieve is a magical object used 
to store memories for (re)viewing by the memory’s ‘owner’ or by third parties. Harry 
first comes across a one of these in Goblet of Fire when he unintentionally enters 
Dumbledore’s pensieve. As the person viewing the memory, Harry is separated from his 
physical body and totally immersed in the memory, where he can view everything from 
a third-person point of view in a representation of his own body that is able to move 
about in, but not interact with, the memory. Despite the fallibility of human memory, 
every detail is clear and viewers are able to explore the memory and examine/remember 
things that they (or the memory ‘owner’) did not notice the first time. This is 
highlighted in Half-blood Prince when Harry and Dumbledore together view Bob 
Ogden’s memory of his visit to Tom Riddle’s maternal family, the Gaunts, as part of 
their quest to better understand what motivates Tom Riddle/Voldemort, and improve 
their chances of discovering his Horcruxes. Throughout Ogden’s memory the Gaunts 
speak to each other in Parseltongue, the snake language which they inherited as 
descendants of Salazar Slytherin, and passed onto Voldemort through his mother, 

                                                
363 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 1999), p. 140. 
364 This is used as the greatest form of punishment for criminals in the magical world. It 
is a form of execution, as the person ceases to exist, although the body may still breathe. 
365 Rowling, Prisoner of Azkaban, p. 183. 
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Merope Gaunt –  and to Harry, through his magical connection to Voldemort.366 Harry, 
listening to this memory many years later, is able to understand the Parseltongue that is 
spoken by the Gaunts, despite the fact that all Ogden would have been able to hear was 
hissing noises.  

That memories shown in the Pensieve are infallible and completely true has 
been supported by J.K. Rowling in an interview. In response to questions raised by 
readers about the partiality and perspective in Pensieves, she responds that  

 
the Pensieve recreates a moment for you, so you could go into your own 
memory and relive things that you didn't notice at the time. It's somewhere in 
your head, which I'm sure it is, in all of our brains. I'm sure if you could access 
it, things that you don't know you remember are all in there somewhere.367 

 
The separation of the mind and body is thus necessary not only to use a Pensieve, but is 
implicit in the very process of remembering that it enshrines, in which the body and the 
limits of its perceptions are done away with entirely, rendering akin to Grosz’s third 
strand of Cartesian thought about the body as a reliable and unmediated translator of the 
‘external’ world. 

There are also spells in Potter that are targeted to affect the mind specifically . 
The practices of Legilimency and Occlumency (the ability to ‘extract feelings and 
memories from another person’s mind’ and the defence against this art, respectively368) 
are the preserves of the mind, although Legilimency requires eye contact to be effective, 
suggesting that the saying ‘the eyes are the window to the soul’ (or consciousness) is 
literally true in the magical world of Potter.369 The Imperius curse, which, when 
successfully cast, allows a witch or wizard to control another person completely, also 
works on the mind and, through this, also the body. Once the curse has been 
successfully cast, the caster is able to control a person’s actions by implanting orders 
into the victim’s mind, while the victim is left in a state of dazed happiness and 
relaxation, barely aware of the surrounding world. In Goblet of Fire, for example, the 
false Professor Moody demonstrates the Imperius curse for Harry’s class by first casting 
it on a spider, which he makes dance, and then on various students. The curse is even 
able to force victims to perform bodily feats of which they are not usually capable.370 

                                                
366 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-blood Prince, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2005), pp. 191-199. 
367 Melissa Anelli and Emerson Spartz, Interview with J.K. Rowling, Part Three, 
MuggleNet.com, MuggleNet.com, 16 July 2005, accessed 13 October 2011, 
<http://www.mugglenet.com/jkrinterview3.shtml/>. 
368 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2003), p. 468. 
369 Rowling, Order of the Phoenix, p. 469.  
370 Under the Imperius Curse ‘Neville performed a series of quite astonishing 
gymnastics he would certainly not have been capable of in his normal state.’ J.K. 
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Other spells in Potter directly affect the mind is distinct from the body. The 
memory erasing spell, Obliviate, and the confusion spell, Confundus, are both 
examples. Potions may also be used to affect the mind, such as the love potion, 
Amortentia. Other magical phenomena, such as possession, allow a witch or wizard to 
control another through taking over the victim’s mind. This happens to Ginny Weasley, 
possessed by Voldemort’s Horcrux in Chamber of Secrets, and to Harry Potter, when 
Voldemort uses the connection with Harry forged by his Horcrux that (although neither 
of them is aware of it at this point) to possess him in Order of the Phoenix. In Ginny’s 
case, she is left largely unaware of what Voldemort (or Tom Riddle) does while 
controlling her body, only coming to awareness to find herself covered with paint and 
rooster feathers. Harry’s possession by Voldemort is more direct, and the latter speaks 
to Dumbledore through Harry, before Harry is able to reject him from his mind. 

There are also numerous spells, potions and rituals that affect the body without 
seemingly affecting the mind. The Animagus transformation is the most prominent 
example of this: it permits witches and wizards to turn into animals, yet remain able to 
retain human sense and memory. For example, Peter Pettigrew spends many years as a 
rat, and emerges from this experience completely functional. Professor McGonagall 
spends time as a cat without losing cognitive function, while Rita Skeeter collects 
information in the form of a ladybug, and is able to understand and remember it in order 
to turn it into newspaper articles. The body, whatever its shape, appears here to be 
completely separate from the mind/self. This is also the case with Polyjuice Potion, 
which changes the physical body to resemble someone else, while the mind/self remains 
unchanged.371 There are also numerous spells which affect the physical world and 
therefore can affect bodies by lifting, moving, tickling, dancing, altering, deafening and 
so on. Medical spells and potions likewise seem to affect either the mind or the body, 
unless specifically designed to have two functions, such as the dreamless sleep potion 
which induces the physical act of sleep while also preventing the mind from dreaming. 
The Cruciatus curse is perhaps an exception to this rule, as the pain that it induces, if 
experienced long enough, can cause the victim to experience a mental breakdown. 
Neville Longbottom’s parents are victims of such torture, and reside in the long-term 
spell damage ward of the magical hospital, barely aware of the world around them.  

The ubiquity and ideological dominance of the Cartesian dualisms in 
contemporary thought is thus strongly reflected in Potter with regard to the body.372 
This suggests that the representation of the body in Potter may also reflect the 

                                                                                                                                          
Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2000), 
p. 203. 
371 See multiple uses of the potion, such as Harry and Ron changing into Crabbe and 
Goyle in J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 1998), p. 163, and the seven Harrys in the chapter of the same 
name in Deathly Hallows. 
372 This is also true of the Potter world more generally. See Frances Devlin-Glass, 
“Contesting Binarisms in Harry Potter: Creative Rejigging, or Gender Tokenism?” 
English in Australia 144 (2005). 



 

 135 

ideological weightings that attend Cartesian approaches to the body. One such 
ideological inflection is described by Shildrick and Price, who describe the way that the 
body has been perceived in the ‘post-Cartesian schema’ as a ‘material and unchanging 
given, a fixed biological entity … that must be transcended in order to free the mind for 
intellectual pursuits of fully rational subjectivity.’373 One of the implications of this 
understanding of the body is that the only body that may be transcended is the ‘well-
ordered, self-contained and functional body’ – which, in this schema, is associated with 
men.374 Women’s bodies, along with the bodies of non-elite men (working-class men, 
men of colour, gay men), are considered disordered, permeable and dysfunctional, and 
therefore devoid of the possibility of fully rational subjectivity and engagement.  

Simone de Beauvoir also explored these implications of the Cartesian schema, 
demonstrating that in an ideological framework in which the Self is imagined as 
transcendent and free of bodily functions, the Other (woman) will continue to be 
‘trapped in immanence, defined and evaluated by its bodily shape, size and functions,’ 
ultimately demonstrating that the ‘self/other, man/woman, mind/body division provides 
the basis for all the binary oppositions so familiar to Western culture.’375 In each one of 
these binary pairs the second element, which corresponds to women/body/other, is 
always devalued. This scheme also has implications for the relationship between 
magical people and non-magical people in Potter, although this is not the focus of this 
chapter: given the ways in which magic (and in the case of the wealthy, the use of house 
elves) relieves witches and wizards from physical labour, there is an underlying 
ideology in which magical/Muggle my be thought of as a binary, with the Muggle side 
devalued, associated as it is with bodily action and effort, and therefore unable to 
achieve transcendence. 

Like de Beauvoir, Moira Gatens also addresses how general conceptions of the 
body have been constructed in such a way as to exclude and disadvantage women. She 
writes:  

 
Whatever else we say about conceptions of the body, it is clear that how we 
conceptualise the body forms and limits the meaning of the body in culture in 
various ways. The historical and philosophical associations between women and 
corporeality are multiple and complex. Significantly, cultural attitudes to both 

                                                
373 Margrit Shildrick and Janet Price, “Openings on the Body: A Critical Introduction,” 
Feminist Theory and the Body: A Reader, Eds. Janet Price and Magrit Shildrick, 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), p. 2. 
374 Shildrick and Price, p. 2. 
375 Katie Conboy, Nadia Media and Sarah Stanbury, “Introduction,” Writing the Body: 
Female Embodiment and Feminist Theory, Eds. Katie Conboy, Nadia Media and Sarah 
Stanbury, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 2. 
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women and corporeality are often negative and function conceptually as the 
underside to culturally valued terms such as reason, civilisation and progress.376 
 

This binary between well-ordered and disordered bodies, and their correspondence to 
male bodies and female bodies, together with values associated with these in a Cartesian 
schema, raises questions about the representation of the body in the magical world of 
Potter, where bodies may be rendered what I call ‘fantastically disordered’ through the 
application of magic. For example, a variety of magical maladies and curses may affect 
both men and women in ways that render them disordered: Ron’s misfired spell causes 
him to continuously vomit slugs in Chamber of Secrets, Hermione’s mistake with 
Polyjuice Potion gives her a cat’s fur and ears in the same book, while her use of the 
stinging hex on Harry in Deathly Hallows causes his face to swell and become 
unrecognisable. However, fantastic disorders are often represented as exaggerations of 
everyday bodily disorder, and their simple reversals through magical means work to 
reaffirm the previously described separation of mind and body in Potter.377 The 
existence of such binaries also gestures towards the less valued positions held by female 
characters in the source text, as the two sets of values are strongly imbricated with each 
other. I explore the implications of such binaries, through the non-dualistic 
representation of embodied subjectivity in Severitus fiction, in chapter seven. 

My analysis of the body in Potter has so far focused on the mechanistic – the 
way the body functions under the conditions of the text – using this as evidence to 
outline how the body is perceived in the world of the text. This in turn makes visible the 
ideologies, inlfuenced by Cartesian philosophy, which inform these representations. 
However, as Susan Bordo points out, bodies are not simply biological and ahistorical 
(or magical, in this case) entities or processes, but are also encultured. As Bordo writes, 
‘when we look at bodies (including our own in the mirror), we don’t just see biological 
nature at work, but values and ideals, differences and similarities that culture has 
“written,” so to speak, on those bodies.’378 This understanding of the body as a ‘text’ of 

                                                
376 Moira Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power, Corporeality, (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1996), pp. 49-50. For an outline of the historical and philosophical 
associations between women and corporeality, Gatens cites E. Spelman, “Woman as 
Body: Ancient and Contemporary Views,” Feminist Studies 8.1 (1982). 
377 The use of magic in Potter raises further questions about the body; for example, is 
magic produced by the physical body, or does the body of a witch or wizard act as a 
conduit for magic from another source? That witches and wizards are capable of feeling 
their own magic at times, and use physical movements to release this magic to act 
outside the body, could support either of these conclusions and Potter, unlike many 
other fantasy texts, does not offer a theory of magic. Although it is tempting here to 
engage in a philosophical discussion about how magic works in Potter, such as where it 
comes from, how it is channelled, whether it is a physical or spiritual essence, there is 
very little explicit information in Potter about these issues, which would make any such 
discussion largely speculation. Magical ability, according to Rowling, has genetic 
aspects, so has some relationship to biology, although the links are not made explicitly. 
378 Susan Bordo, The Male Body: A New Look at Men in Public and in Private, (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Girous, 1999), p. 26. 
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culture, as a result of ideological processes, was widely recognised in twentieth-century 
work on the body.379 Bodies, in this understanding, may reveal and be moulded by 
values and ideals, aspects of ideology, other than those that relate directly to the body, 
such as gender, sexuality, race and class. This understanding of the body also recognises 
that how we perceive bodies changes over time and according to place/culture. 

Magical Institutions and Performativity in Potter 
By broadening the focus on the body beyond biology alone, new insights into 

ideology and culture, informed by bodily practice, became possible. As Bordo has 
argued,  

 
[t]he body—what we eat, how we dress, the daily rituals through which we 
attend to the body—is a medium of culture. The body, as anthropologist Mary 
Douglas has argued, is a powerful symbolic form, a surface on which the central 
rules, hierarchies, and even metaphysical commitments of a culture are inscribed 
and this is reinforced through the concrete language of the body.380 
 

Another theorist who explores the body as an expression of culture is Pierre Bourdieu, 
whose work I referred to in the chapters on the family. Although his work is not 
explicitly about bodies, Bourdieu does address the body in his discussion of ‘taste’ in 
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste and, as Kosut and Moore 
argue, he ‘takes the body seriously as a bearer of social values.’381 Bourdieu writes that  

 
[t]aste, a class culture turned into nature, that is, embodied, helps to shape the 
class body … it follows that the body is the most indisputable materialization of 
class taste, which manifests itself in several ways.382  

 
Two relevant insights emerge from this excerpt with regard to both Potter and Severitus 
fanfiction: first, that ‘taste’, or the expression of ideology, is manifested on the body in 
a number of ways, including so-called ‘natural’ features of the body, such as weight and 
posture, as well as ways of treating or managing the body; second, that such 
embodiments are in fact the naturalisation of ideology. In Potter for example, ways of 
dressing are used to differentiate between classes within the magical world, as well as 
between magical and non-magical people. Ron’s embarrassing hand-me-down robes 
(which are lacy and therefore feminine, as well as old) that he must wear to the Yule 

                                                
379 Bordo, The Male Body, p. 26. 
380 Susan Bordo, “The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity,” Writing on the Body: 
Female Embodiment and Feminist Theory, Eds. Katie Conboy, Nadia Medina and Sarah 
Stanbury, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 90. 
381 Kosut and Moore, pp. 10-11. 
382 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Trans. 
Richard Nice, (London: Routledge, 1986), p. 190. 
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Ball are contrasted with Harry’s newly bought robes and Malfoy’s expensive black 
velvet ones. Along slightly different lines, the differences between magical and non-
magical bodily management are highlighted when Hermione, whose already sizeable 
front teeth are magically grown out to walrus-sized fangs by a bully, has them 
magically reduced further by the school nurse so that they become ‘straight and … 
normal sized.’383 She does this in defiance of her non-magical dentist parents’ wishes: 
they want her to continue with their plan of getting braces and do not believe that teeth 
and magic should mix. 

These examples, and the experience of Harry and Ron at the Yule Ball in 
particular, also illustrate what Kosut and Moore argue to be Bourdieu’s most significant 
contribution to body theory: ‘his conception of the body as a form of physical capital. 
As such, the body is a resource to greater or lesser degrees, and can be converted into 
economic, cultural and social capital.’384 The difference between Harry and Ron’s 
physical capital is highlighted in the differing responses of their dates to the Yule Ball, 
with Harry’s physical capital, in the form of his looks, his dress and his presentation, 
converting into far more social capital than Ron’s. Physical capital, which can be 
symbolic or converted into economic, social and cultural capital, is expressed through a 
variety of physical measures, including gesture and clothing, as well as seemingly 
‘natural’ features such as height, shape and bodily movement.385 

Harry’s his scar – the only physical remnant of the night he destroyed 
Voldemort as a baby – also functions as a form of physical capital which is converted 
into social capital (the formation of networks of influence). For example, in Prisoner of 
Azkaban Harry is not punished for his use of magic outside of school, and is met by the 
Minister of Magic, who appears eager to be in Harry’s good graces. However, the social 
capital Harry is able to gain from this fluctuates, depending on the objectives of those in 
power, such as when he is discredited, in Order of the Phoenix, by the media and the 
Minister of Magic for telling people that Voldemort has returned. His scar is also one of 
the first things people in the magical world notice, and often influences their 
reactions.386 Additionally, Harry’s Quidditch skills function as a form of physical capital 
for him, giving him access to an important aspect of magical (sporting) culture and a 
prestigious place within it, despite his previous lack of familiarity with it. 

Bourdieu also highlights the ways in which bodily management, such as eating 
patterns, dress and manners, are expressions of a culture’s class tastes (or ideologies). 
Certainly, the daily rituals and language of bodies as they are represented in Potter are 
inscribed with culture in such a way, and exploring such bodily management reveals 
further ideological aspects of magical society. For example, some bodies, through 

                                                
383 Rowling, Goblet of Fire, p. 352. 
384 Kosut and Moore, pp. 10-11. 
385 Bourdieu, pp. 190-192. 
386 See the Weasley twins in J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 
(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1997), p. 71, and Ron in the same book p. 74. 
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processes which appear on the surface to be completely natural, are set apart from 
others in ways that highlight their differences. The bodies of student witches and 
wizards at Hogwarts are dressed, fed and managed differently from the bodies of non-
magical people, of house elves, and of magical adults. They are fed pumpkin juice with 
meals that are decided without their input, dressed in uniform robes that mimic adult 
magical fashion and sleep in dormitories which are segregated by house affiliation, year 
group and gender/sex. The amount and type of magic they are allowed to perform both 
in and out of school are also regulated by the school and the state, which are both 
empowered to punish students for infringements, either by taking points or assigning 
detentions at school, or by legal proceedings and the threat of expulsion on the state’s 
behalf for using magic outside of school. 

The examples offered above speak to the two themes outlined earlier in this 
thesis: cultural belonging and the link between gender and biological sex. The role of 
the body in inscribing cultural belonging is demonstrated by the designation of robes as 
the school uniform, preparing both magic-raised and non-magic-raised children to 
conform to magical society’s codes of dress, presentation and bodily management. The 
dividing lines within magical society, which appear to persist long after school finishes, 
are inculcated through dividing the students into houses that are in competition with 
each other. Further, assumptions that link gender and sexuality to the body are 
expressed through the separation of male and female dormitories, with the boys’ 
magical exclusion from the girls’ sleeping quarters (although the reverse is not true) 
reflecting what Foucault refers to as ‘the assumption of sexuality’ (more specifically, 
heterosexuality).387 It is assumed in this organisation that all students are ‘naturally’ 
attracted to members of the ‘opposite’ biological sex, that boys are more of a sexual 
‘threat’ to girls than vice versa, and that the students’ gendered subjectivities align with 
their biological sex. The above examples also demonstrate the power of institutions, in 
this case an educational institution, when it comes to managing the body. Such 
institutions, including the family, play a very active role in the lives of children and 
adolescents especially. 

This brief analysis of some of the ways in which bodies are regulated in Potter 
through the institutional control exercised by Hogwarts over its student population 
offers an example of Foucauldian understandings of the body and its relationship to 
institutions. The institutional rules and practices of Hogwarts exist not simply to 
regulate ‘natural’ bodies, but rather act to construct bodies through regulation. Foucault 
asks us to consider that ‘the forms and functions of bodies [are not] determinant in the 
organisation of culture, [but rather] products of the way that culture organises, regulates 
and remakes itself.’388 Foucault’s work on the ways bodies are managed suggests that 
the body is not only a text of culture, but also a ‘direct locus of social control’, or what 

                                                
387 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume I, Trans. Robert Hurley, 
(Camberwell, Australia: Penguin Books, 2008), p. 28. 
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he refers to as the ‘docile body’, which is regulated by the norms of cultural life.389 Such 
bodies, according to Foucault, are encultured more through practice than through belief: 
 

[n]ot chiefly through ideology, but through the organisation and regulation of 
the time, space, and movements of our daily lives, our bodies are trained, shaped 
and impressed with the stamp of prevailing historical forms of selfhood, desire, 
masculinity and femininity.390 

 
All of these aspects are present in my example of how student bodies are managed at 
Hogwarts. However, Foucault’s conception of the body as ‘docile’ has been challenged 
for its neglect of agency and subjectivity.  

For example, one critique of Foucault’s docile body is offered by Erving 
Goffman. Goffman’s work on the body also focuses on the social structures and 
ideologies that impact on the body. However, while acknowledging that both bodies and 
bodily practices are socially constrained, Goffman also acknowledges human agency in 
the management of the body and gives more significance to the embodied subjective 
experience.391 The docile body is also a problematic construct with regard to Potter, for, 
within both the source text and the fanfiction texts under examination, agency is clearly 
demonstrated, albeit under constrained ideological and institutional conditions. Thus, 
although institutional regulations managing the body affect students at Hogwarts, those 
regulations can also be challenged, avoided and reinterpreted in ways that imply 
agency. For example, students break the rules, and often get away with it, especially 
Harry, who under his invisibility cloak is able to escape institutional surveillance. 
Moreover, despite sex-segregated dormitories, heterosexual students feel lust and 
attraction and engage in romantic relationships, and there are opportunities for same-sex 
attracted students, although these are invisible and silenced within the source text. 
Likewise, although meals are provided and school shopping lists assigned, students are 
able to smuggle in contraband food and items, either from the nearby village of 
Hogsmeade or by means of mail order catalogues or older students. Further, even those 
empowered within the institutional context, in particular Headmaster Dumbledore, 
disrupt elements of management and control within Hogwarts by sanctioning some acts 
of disruption, or at least turning a blind eye to them.392  

                                                
389 On docility, see Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 
Trans. Alan Sheridan, (New York: Vintage, 1979), pp. 135-69. For a Foucauldian 
analysis of feminine practice, see Sandra Bartky, “Foucault, Femininity, and the 
Modernization of Patriarchal Power,” in her essay collection Femininity and 
Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression, (New York: Routledge, 
1990); see also Susan Brownmiller, Femininity (New York: Ballantine, 1984). 
390 Bordo, “The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity,” pp. 90-91. 
391 Kosut and Moore, p. 12. 
392 This, however, does not always end for the best, such as when Dumbledore’s refusal 
to expel Sirius for the potentially deadly prank he played on Severus convinced the 
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Despite the limitations of Foucault’s work in accounting for agency, it has been 
extremely influential in feminist and queer work on the body.393 Judith Butler’s work on 
sex, gender and sexuality, for example, draws on Foucault’s concept of the disciplined 
body to argue that neither gender nor biological sex is natural, but rather that both are 
the results of a heterosexist culture whose ideology which requires two genders 
organised in a binary fashion to perpetuate itself. This understanding is exemplified in 
her notion of performativity which is used to  

 
explain how the deployments of the body through acts and gestures, especially 
in terms of gendered sexuality, are, through a process of reiteration, productive 
of a discursive identity that is both open and constrained.394   

 
Such constraints include what Buchbinder refers to as ‘historical contingencies’.395 Such 
contingencies are ideological and may include things as large as heterosexist marriage 
laws, and as seemingly small as the types of clothes made available to each sex, as well 
as the fact that two sexes are assumed when designing clothing in the first place. Thus, 
the concept of performativity does not suggest that individuals may construct gender 
autonomously, but instead describes the ways in which the gendered sexual subject is 
produced through the body. As Kerry Mallan says, the ‘point about performativity [is] 
that gender is not something one is, but something one does, a ‘doing’ rather than a 
‘being’.’396 

Some of the earliest and most notable performances of gendered sexuality in 
Potter occur in the fourth book, Goblet of Fire. In this book Harry and his friends have 
turned fourteen, and Harry experiences his first crush, on Ravenclaw’s Seeker Cho 
Chang, although he does not recognise it at first as such. Hermione has her first date, 
attending the Yule Ball with Viktor Krum, while Ron recognises Hermione as an 
attractive girl, although he does not act upon this new knowledge. The performances of 
gendered sexualities in the lead-up to the Ball are notable for their adherence to 
dominant ideologies of gender and sexuality. Girls, for the most part, giggle, travel in 
packs, discuss what they will be wearing to the Ball and wait to be asked by a boy, apart 
from one brave anonymous third-year Hufflepuff who asks Harry and is turned down. 
Boys, on the other hand, fret about who they will ask and attempt to work up the 
courage to do so before, as Fred tells Ron, ‘all the good ones are gone.’397  

                                                                                                                                          
latter of Dumbledore’s favouritism for his bullies, pushing him further towards his 
Death Eater friends in Slytherin. Rowling, Prisoner of Azkaban. 
393 Shildrick and Price, p. 8. 
394 Shildrick and Price, p. 9. 
395 David Buchbinder, Performance Anxieties: Re-producing Masculinity, (St Leonards: 
Allen & Unwin, 1998), p. 160.  
396 Kerry Mallan, Gender Dilemmas in Children’s Fiction, (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), p. 14. 
397 Rowling, Goblet of Fire, p. 343. 
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What is significant about these performances of gendered sexuality is that, apart 
from descriptions of blushes, or of Harry’s feeling ‘his insides writhing like snakes’ 
with nervousness before asking Cho, and then being ‘turned to lead’ after her rejection, 
the body is largely silenced.398 Descriptions of physical appearance are common - the 
reader knows what the important characters are wearing, knows which characters look 
pretty, and which are unattractive – but bodily experience is rarely described. The 
body’s performativity, however – its acts and gestures – are left implied while the 
reiteration of gendered and sexed norms is seen to take place on a larger, social scale, 
rather than through the body. While these larger reiterations do undoubtedly serve to 
produce a discursive identity, the absence of the body and the corresponding invisibility 
of gendered performativity, coupled with the ‘natural’ heterosexually gendered and 
sexed bodies of the characters, constitute an ideological gap in Potter. 

Butler’s work serves also to disrupt the binary between sex and gender, which 
commonly associates sex with the body and the gender with the mind and therefore also 
with ideology. Rather, for Butler, both sex and gender are produced in the first place by 
ideology, collapsing the distinction between the two, and concomitantly that between 
the mind and the body. As Mallan explains, while Butler ‘concedes that there is such a 
thing as a “physical body” she agrees that like gender and sex, the body is produced by 
discourses, and there is no “natural body” that pre-exists its cultural inscription.’399  

All performance is embodied (done through the body), but the body itself does 
not reside outside ideology/discourse. In the following chapter I use this theory to 
explore some further implications of Butler’s work for the body itself as well as for the 
destabilisation of normative binaries, including male/female and mind/body.400 

The Importance of Looking at Male Bodies 
Severitus, and therefore my analysis, revolves around men, and therefore 

necessarily also around male bodies. A possible feminist critique of my focus on 
masculinity and male bodies is that it re-centres men and men’s issues as the object of 
critical inquiry, displacing women. Yet, I argue, as Peter Lehman does, that a focus on 
the male body complements feminist work by removing the silence around the male 
body which works to privilege men.401 As the male body has for so long been perceived 
as the cultural norm, its defamiliarisation and denaturalisation serves also to 
denaturalise gender to some degree. Making the male body visible means that women 
are therefore no longer unique in being defined by their bodies. After all, both men and 
women experience the world first through their bodies. As Lehman further argues, 
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patriarchy benefits from the silence surrounding the male body, particularly around 
what he refers to as the ‘mystique of the penis-phallus’.402 For Lehmann, 

 
[s]ince it is in the interest of patriarchy to ensure that men’s bodies remain what 
Rosalind Coward has called the ‘dark continent,’ it is important to turn the light 
on those bodies. Only after thus centring the male body will it be possible to 
truly decentre it, for it is precisely when the penis phallus is hidden from view in 
patriarchy that it is most centred. There is no way that we can move beyond the 
impasse surrounding the male body by simply ignoring it, since that is what 
patriarchy wants us to do and has, in fact, been quite successful in bringing 
about.403 

 
Butler’s work, explicating de Beauvoir’s argument that only women are sexed, also 
supports such a focus. Butler writes that: ‘only the feminine gender is marked … the 
universal person and the masculine gender are conflated, thereby defining women in 
terms of their sex and extolling men and the bearers of body-transcendent universal 
personhood.’404 Likewise, Berthold Schoene-Harwood, drawing on Butler, argues that 
the ‘unsexing’ of men privileges them, while also depriving those same men of the 
ability to give voice to their emotional complexity.405  

David Buchbinder’s work on masculinity in Performance Anxieties also offers 
critical insight when discussing the male body, as well as reinforcing the importance of 
critically examining the male body. Buchbinder addresses the notion, born of Cartesian 
dualism, that the male body is stable – ‘closed, complete and whole’ – and that it is on 
this that the subjectivity granted to men in patriarchy rests.406 This then raises the 
question of what implications unstable male bodies – male bodies which are somehow 
open, incomplete, or changing – may have for patriarchy. Thus, to focus on male bodies 
in such a way that reveals the ideological naturalisation of the male body as somehow 
stable and ordered (and especially as more stable and reliable than the female body) can 
prove very useful in challenging ideologies of gender, sex and the body. 

One example of such naturalisation of the male body in Potter is the growth of 
the characters from childhood to adolescence throughout the course of the series. Unlike 
many other boarding school and coming of age books, (both genres upon which Potter 
draws), the bodily changes that occur during puberty are hardly remarked upon within 
the text. The teenage characters’ developing sexuality (emerging without question and 
invariably directed towards members of the opposite sex) is registered primarily through 
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their growing perceptions of each other as attractive, rather than as children. Hermione 
grows prettier and more noticeable from the fourth book onwards, while Harry's own 
attractiveness is signposted at the beginning of the sixth book. Physical descriptions of 
other characters also abound, so that the reader has a very good idea of what most 
characters look like.  

However, given that the books are written almost exclusively from Harry’s third 
person limited point of view, the lack of comment on the bodily changes associated 
with adolescence (stubble, pimples, sexual development) is an omission in the source 
text which serves to naturalise the transition from childhood to an adult sexual and 
gender ideology/order. Harry's body develops unproblematically into a more adult male 
body, with the 'appropriate' sex-gender alignment, namely, heterosexuality: he is both 
attracted to women, and attracts women. This is the dominant or most ideologically 
compliant reading of the text. In Severitus fanfiction, however, Harry experiences both 
involuntary and voluntary magical and non-magical changes, incorporated into 
adolescence and a growing sense of belonging to the magical world. By addressing 
these changes and exploring them, Severitus fanfiction renders Harry’s male adolescent 
body both visible and strange, and disrupts the normalisation of his body in the source 
text. 

Although I will be returning to some of the issues raised in the masculinities 
chapter in these forthcoming chapters on the body, my analytic focus changes from the 
relationship between gender and sex to the disconnection of masculinity from male 
bodies, and the larger project of the disconnection of gender from biological sex. Such a 
focus is suggested in the application of Butler’s theories to men and men’s bodies, as 
demonstrated in Judith Halberstam’s interpretation of Butler. Halberstam suggests that 
the notion of performativity has opened ‘ways of understanding gender [that 
problematise] the cultural formation of sex and the interconnections between sex and 
gender.’407 The result of this, Halberstam argues, is that it is now possible to disconnect 
masculinity from male bodies.408 By applying this critical insight to a reading of 
Severitus fanfiction in the next chapter, I argue that if masculinity is performative and 
independent of the male body (as demonstrated through Harry’s changing body and his 
agency in performing particular iterations of masculinity), this may disrupt the 
naturalised connection between the sexed body and gender that supports heterosexual 
gender ideology. 
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Chapter Seven: Changing Bodies in Severitus 
Fanfiction 

The body emerges as a central concern in Severitus fanfiction, a concern 
foreshadowed by the original challenge requiring that the fanfic responses include 
Harry’s body slowly changing to resemble Severus’s.409 In such fanfiction, Harry is 
reimagined, both physically and psychologically, following the revelation that Severus 
is his biological father. This physical change occurs in all of the Severitus fanfiction 
under investigation except Mine, and draws attention to the body, in particular Harry’s 
male body. As Harry goes through physical changes caused by the removal or 
deterioration of the magic used to make him resemble James Potter, both he and the 
reader become more aware of the role of the physical body in navigating the world and 
the body’s relationship to identity and subjectivity. Likewise, the changing male body in 
Severitus fanfiction makes visible the naturalisation of the male body in the source text 
and the attendant ideological assumptions of both masculinity and heterosexuality. Both 
of these interventions, the changing body and rendering visible the naturalisation of the 
male body, serve to highlight the dualistic principles underpinning the source text, 
which encompass not only mind/body and male/female oppositions, but also colour the 
source text’s representation of magical/non-magical bodies and culture. 

The Severitus fanfiction I am analysing in this chapter creates a critical dialogue 
with the source text on a number of fronts. The most obvious, which I will discuss first, 
is the disruption of Harry’s physical body in four of the five Severitus fanfics under 
investigation. These are: Blood Magic, In Blood Only, Skin Deep and the Part series. 
All of these physical/magical disruptions occurred while Harry was a baby, and were 
caused by parties who desired to conceal that Severus was Harry’s biological father by 
creating a false resemblance to his assumed father, James. (Harry is described as almost 
identical to James in the source text, with the exception of his mother’s green eyes.) All 
of the changes were made by magical means and unravel, or are deliberately removed, 
during the course of each Severitus fanfic. Due to the different circumstances of Harry’s 
conception in Mine, in which James acted as a surrogate for a consenting Severus’s 
sperm, the resemblance to James is ‘natural’ and there was no need to alter baby 
Harry’s appearance. In Mine Harry resembles all three of his parents to some degree, 
and the likelihood of this was partly why Lily and James deliberately chose Severus as 
the donor – he was related to James and shared some of his features (particularly height 
and dark hair). 

The types of magic used to conceal Harry’s ‘true’ appearance may be split into 
two categories, each with its own implications about the body. The first, ‘blood’ magic, 
involves the use of human (in this case, the non-biological father’s) blood as an 
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ingredient in a potion designed to change appearance. This form of magic is used in 
Blood Magic (hence the title) and also in the Part series. The second category is 
‘glamour’ magic, which uses spells (which would be categorised in the book as charms) 
to makes Harry resemble James more closely. These are used by Lily in Skin Deep and 
In Blood Only, with some help from Dumbledore, and in Part initially by James, before 
he creates a more long-lasting solution using a blood-based potion. 

Patriarchal Inheritances: Resembling Daddy? 
The differences between the two categories of concealment spells reveal 

ideological assumptions regarding magic, family and the body. One such assumption is 
the patriarchal imperative that sons must resemble their fathers, an assumption with 
which the blood-based spells collude, and which the glamour based spells disrupt. This 
assumption is demonstrated in the source text largely through Harry, who is described 
as looking just like his father, although with his mother’s eyes. The resemblance goes 
beyond this in the perceptions of many characters, including Sirius, Dumbledore and 
Severus, who all believe Harry resembles his father in character as well. This is 
reinforced when Harry’s Patronus410 takes the shape of a stag – James Potter’s 
Animagus form. This profoundly patriarchal inheritance of appearance, from father to 
son, is a trend in Potter. Tom Riddle/Voldemort, before his physical transformation and 
resurrection, also resembles his father exactly: ‘There was no trace of the Gaunts in 
Tom Riddle’s face. Merope had got her dying wish: he was his handsome father in 
miniature.’411 Lucius and Draco Malfoy are also said to resemble each other very 
closely, while in the Epilogue, both Harry and Draco’s sons are again their fathers in 
miniature. Mothers and daughters are not compared in the same way, and mothers and 
sons rarely.412  

In Severitus fanfiction, this unquestioned resemblance between James Potter and 
Harry in the source text is disrupted by the discovery that James is not Harry’s 
biological father, and that the close resemblance between them was manufactured 
through magic. That similarity is explained in a variety of ways. The first category of 
disguise spells are those that are based on the use of blood or other biological material. 
A blood-based spell and potion are used in GatewayGirl’s Blood Magic in order to 
disguise Harry’s resemblance to Severus. James and Lily are both aware of Harry’s 
biological paternity, as he was conceived as a result of the Herem ritual to which all 

                                                
410 A Patronus is a magical counter to Dementors. It is cast using the incantation 
‘Expecto Patronum’ while the caster thinks of happy memories with which to counter 
the Dementor’s effects. The spell takes the form of a guardian animal made of light, 
which can deter the Dementors. The Patronus can be subject to change, depending on 
the emotional attachments of the caster: Tonk’s Patronus, for example, changes to the 
form of a wolf after she falls in love with Remus Lupin, a werewolf. 
411 J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-blood Prince, (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2005), p. 252. 
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three adult parties consented. While James and Lily had planned to tell Severus about 
his son upon his return from a mission assigned by Voldemort, they find he is a changed 
man, having been forced by Voldemort to murder his lover. James and Lily do not 
believe that he is safe enough, either psychologically or politically, to care for and 
protect a son, and decide to conceal Harry’s biological paternity until his sixteenth 
birthday, at which point letters are time-sent to both Harry and Severus explaining the 
details. 

The spell used to conceal Harry and the significance of his sixteenth birthday are 
explained by James in his letter to Harry: 

 
To complicate (or perhaps simplify) matters, the Paternity Charm is not 
permanent. In the usual cases (covert adoption, etc.) it would be renewed every 
ten years, but it must be renewed by the mother, with the blood of both fathers. 
Obviously, this is not possible if Lily is dead, or cannot obtain our blood. Lily 
and I extended the spell as much as we felt possible. In the most significant 
change, she added in some arithmancy elements, and she believes they will 
maintain the charm fully until your sixteenth birthday. At that time, the 
imposition of my physical characteristics will start to leave you. Since the spell 
is blood-based, it will not happen overnight. (Massive blood loss will speed the 
change. I recommend avoiding that. Not fun, believe me.)413  

 
As the Paternity Charm literally replaces the blood of the biological father with that of 
the adoptive father (symbolically/magically replacing his genetic/familial inheritance), 
as the charm wears off, the child will begin to look as much like his biological father as 
he did his adoptive father. In this case, Harry, a near replica of James Potter with Lily’s 
eyes, will look as much like Severus as he did James as the effects of the Paternity 
Charm wear off and James’s ‘blood’ is replaced with Severus’s ‘blood’ in his system. 
As James suggests, any blood loss, or as they later discover, any spell or potion which 
affects the blood, will speed up the changes. Harry was always destined to resemble his 
‘father’, and the spell used only replaces the features of the biological father with those 
of the adoptive father. In Blood Magic, the naturalised patriarchal inheritance is left 
intact, directly replacing Harry’s close resemblance to James with a close resemblance 
to Severus, his newly discovered biological father. 

In contrast to Blood Magic, the Part series’ use of magic to conceal Harry’s 
appearance disrupts the patriarchal imperative linking the appearance of father to son. In 
Part, James, aware that Harry is not his son, speedily casts a glamour on him at his 
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birth, concealing the truth even from Harry’s mother. However, James does not think 
clearly, as he admits in his time-sent letter to Harry: 

 
I cast strong spells on you – a glamour that would last for the next six 

months, while I researched a more long-term solution. In my jealousy and haste, 
I made you look almost exactly like I did as a baby, and by the time I’d found 
my solution, everyone believed your extreme likeness to me to be the truth, and 
I could not remedy my mistake. 

I cast the final spell willingly on you, binding it to you for as long as 
sixteen years with a potion containing my hair and blood. It would keep you 
looking like me until you were sixteen, and mask any great physical change in 
you until then as well.414 

 
In his haste, James has subconsciously abjected the feminine (mother’s) biological 
legacy to the child, although he does change Harry’s eyes from black, resembling 
Severus, to green, resembling his mother. This rejection supports Buchbinder’s 
contention that patriarchal masculinity, which I have argued is exposed through 
relations between fathers and sons in Severitus fanfiction, must silence and reject the 
feminine. In doing so, it makes visible the patriarchal assumptions of the source text, by 
writing them on Harry’s body.  

The spell and potion used by James in Part was designed to make Harry 
resemble James through the use of James’s own bodily parts – his blood and hair. Such 
body parts have historically been used in occult practices, both real and imagined, and 
continue to be used in some places today.415 The magical properties of ‘blood’, as 
symbolic of family ties, are also drawn on in the books in creating the blood wards 
around the Dursleys’ home and in Harry’s physical protection from Voldemort, both of 
which rely on his mother’s blood and sacrifice.416 In Part, the blood used in James’s 
spell also draws on the symbolic power of blood’s association with family demonstrated 
in the books. Believing that both he and his wife would survive to see Harry grow up, 
James had planned to renew the spell so that Harry could continue to look like James, 
intending to reveal the secret after Harry turned sixteen. However, with James dead, the 
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time-delayed letter explaining these facts arrives too late for Harry, who has already 
begun to experience and notice some physical changes.  

Harry first notices the transformation in Chapter 2 of Part the First, shortly after 
his sixteenth birthday. They are incremental, but noticeable to Harry: 

 
It was subtle – the flatter, tidier nature of his usually wild hair; the 

slightly larger nose, the lips that had started to thin out almost unnoticeably, and 
the sharper angles of his face. With his limp, rapidly growing hair hanging in his 
eyes, he’d looked for a moment like a distant cousin of Severus Snape’s. Harry 
flattened his hair automatically now, making sure to keep it out of his eyes. 
Sneering experimentally, he blanched and shuddered at the further likeness … 
He himself could not understand why he’d changed like this in the slightest, and 
had no idea how to find out why, either, apart from asking Dumbledore … Harry 
ran his fingers through his hair, trying not to think about his festering grievances 
with Dumbledore, then, looking at them, stilled in shock. 

They were – thinner. Longer. Like Snape’s fingers.417  
 
Without magical reinforcement, the spell, planned by James Potter to be recast after 
Harry’s sixteenth birthday, is failing. Without James Potter’s hair and blood, the spell 
can no longer be recast and the changes continue, startling Harry and eventually those 
around him as they begin to notice. Once the letter arrives and Severus discovers the 
truth of Harry’s biological paternity, he and Harry take the matter to Dumbledore, who 
recasts a superficial glamour to return Harry to his accustomed appearance and sends 
them on their way with advice to ‘get to know each other’.418  

A similar spell, although without any biological components, is used in In Blood 
Only. This second category of bodily changes is effected by spells or glamours that do 
not involve blood, but instead rely on the spell-caster’s intent to determine another’s 
appearance. The pitfalls of this are demonstrated in both Part (where James makes 
Harry resemble him too closely), and in In Blood Only, where Lily, panicked by the 
realisation that Harry does not resemble her husband and must therefore have been 
conceived during her one-night stand with Severus, makes the same mistake, changing 
Harry to look exactly like James, even changing his eye colour. The changes, she 
realises, are too dramatic and are sure to be noticed by her husband when he returns 
home from his long-term mission. Yet she cannot undo the changes and calls upon 
Dumbledore for guidance, a meeting which Severus watches in a Pensieve years later. 
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"You've cast a glamour." [said Dumbledore] 
[Lily] smiled wistfully through her tears. "He looks like his father now-- 

his true father. James." A note of hysteria crept into her voice, "I didn't think it 
would make him look exactly like James... I can't even see myself in him now. 
And his eyes-- James will know once he sees the eyes have changed! Please-- I 
don’t know how to reverse it. I don't know what to do!" 

Dumbledore looked sympathetic, and he thoughtfully looked over the 
infant. Shifting the baby to one of his arms, he drew out his wand with the other, 
muttering a soft incantation as he waved it over the boy's eyes. 

Lily gasped as the brown slowly crept from his irises, leaving the baby's 
brilliant green eyes gazing back at her. The eyes she'd gazed into when he was 
first born. 

"Albus, the glamour--" 
"Is still intact," he assured her. "I took the liberty of selectively severing 

one element of it. And I reinforced it for you; it will remain in place even as 
Harry grows older."419 [emphasis in original] 

 
Harry’s close resemblance to James in both Part and In Blood Only is thus revealed to 
be the result of a mistake on the part of the caster. Ironically, when Harry’s 
unglamoured appearance is revealed in In Blood Only, neither Severus nor Harry thinks 
there is a resemblance between them; rather, both find that Harry resembles his mother 
more.420 

The nature of the glamour makes its removal much faster than the blood-based 
spells, forcing Harry to adapt to his changed body much more quickly. In In Blood Only 
Harry’s glamour is removed through two separate processes. The first is a potion 
designed by Severus: it is not completely successful but ‘restores’ Harry to his ‘natural’ 
height, which is shorter than Harry was when glamoured and considerably less than 
either Severus or James Potter.  Severus is left to feel that James Potter, in their 
competition for masculine dominance, has somehow beaten him in this too, as he has 
not yet connected Harry’s short stature to the malnutrition he experienced as a child.421 
The second part of the removal occurs after Severus witnesses the memory in the 
Pensieve cited above and realises from watching Dumbledore how to sever the 
remaining elements of the glamour, which he then does. The revelation of Harry’s 
‘natural’ appearance does pleases neither Severus nor Harry – Severus sees no 
resemblance to himself (interestingly because he considers the ‘new’ Harry is actually 

                                                
419 In Blood Only, Ch. 13. 
420 In Blood Only, Ch. 16. 
421 In Blood Only, Ch. 12. Severus is relieved to discover that it is Harry’s experience of 
starvation, not his own inferiority to James Potter, that has caused Harry’s lack of 
height. 
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good-looking) and spurns Harry yet again,  while the latter find his new appearance 
feminine.422  

 
Before him stood a pale boy with jet black hair, about the same length as 

before, only for once in his life lying flat. The hair was almost too black against 
his white skin, the bright green eyes too stark a contrast against both. His lips 
were thin, and at the moment set in a grim line, his cheekbones sharply jutting 
from a face that was just a smidge longer than it had been before. The angular 
features were otherwise rather delicate, the large, luminous eyes rendering him 
almost pretty, which was somehow not an adjective Harry found particularly 
flattering in a boy. 

He turned his head left and right, and he could distinctly see his mother’s 
face reflected in his own features now. Absurdly, he found himself wishing he 
looked a bit more like Snape. He could remember girls in Gryffindor tower 
referring to Draco derisively as a ‘pretty-boy,’ and he had a rather nauseating 
feeling that he himself would fit that description. The tidy, delicate features of 
his face, and the thick black sweep of his eyelashes, could almost be classified 
as feminine.423 [italics in original] 

 
In In Blood Only, both Severus and Harry find that Harry resembles his mother more, 
unlike the Severitus fanfics which imagine blood-based potions designed to conceal a 
strong resemblance to his biological father. Rather than abjecting the feminine from his 
body, Harry finds himself strongly associated with his mother, although the connection 
between feminine appearance and the mother is as simplistic as the connection between 
masculine appearance and the father.  

A link between resemblance to the mother and femininity is also present in Skin 
Deep. In this fanfic, Lily marries James while already pregnant with Harry, hoping to 
provide her baby with protection from Severus, whom she knows is now loyal to 
Voldemort. Lily casts a glamour to make Harry strongly resemble her husband, 
although James is also aware before his marriage that he is not Harry’s biological 
father.424 Upon Dumbledore’s removal of the glamour, Harry’s physical features are 
revealed to be a mix of both his biological parents, although he favours his mother 
which, it is suggested, renders his appearance more androgynous. 

While these spells allude to the same sex/gender biologism in the source text in 
their initial emphasis on cementing Harry’s close resemblance to his false/adopted 
father, they can also serve to disrupt it. Firstly, they denaturalise the patriarchal 

                                                
422 In Blood Only, Ch. 14 and In Blood Only, Ch. 15. 
423 In Blood Only, Ch. 14 
424 Vingilot, “Skin Deep,” Fanfiction.net, first published 5 August 2005, completed 27 
July 2007. Accessed 28 September 2010. 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/868808/Vingilot/>, Ch. 26. 
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imperative in which sons resemble their fathers, but they also draw attention to other 
aspects of bodily change or lack thereof. One of the clearest examples, present in most 
of Severitus texts in which Harry’s appearance is disguised is that, more than in the 
source text, the results of Harry’s experiences with the Dursleys are ‘written’ on his 
physical body. In In Blood Only, the glamour ameliorates the effects of malnutrition, 
but once removed the effects of his poor diet are rendered visible in Harry’s decreased 
height. In Blood Magic and Skin Deep the opposite logic is at work – removing Harry’s 
resemblance to James Potter renews his body, giving it a chance to make up for its slow 
growth due to confinement and malnutrition. These examples make visible the absence 
in the source text of any consideration of the role of environment in the construction of 
the physical body and its inevitable role in the creation of the embodied subject.  

The impact of bodily environment, especially when a body is confined and 
restricted, was recognised by Mary Wollstonecraft as early as 1792. Wollstonecraft 
linked bodily strength to strength of mind, arguing that women’s perceived mental 
inferiority was a product of their weaker bodies.425 However, Wollstonecraft challenged 
the dominant assumption that this weakness is a natural trait of women’s bodies, 
arguing rather that the social dictates which allow boys to run and play, while confining 
girls indoors, in fact create the bodies (and thus the minds) they claim to reflect.426 This 
understanding of the socially constructed body is also present in the work of many other 
theorists, most notably Foucault,427 who  

 
rejects the idea that the body has a fixed character which sets the limits to 
possible socio-political structures in which that body could ‘live’. He inverts the 
modern problematic and suggests the exploration of how socio-political 
structures construct particular kinds of bodies with particular needs and desires. 
… Rather than viewing the forms and functions of bodies as determinant in the 
organisation of culture, we can view them as products of the way that culture 
organises, regulates and remakes itself.428 

 
Harry’s body in the source text is a product of such organisation and regulation. This 
body, then ought to be a ‘particular kind of body, with particular needs and desires’, 

                                                
425 Mary Wollstonecraft (1792), “Chapter 3,” Vindication of the Rights of Women, 1999, 
accessed October 2011, <http://www.bartleby.com/144/3.html/>, para. 1-5. 
426 Wollstonecraft, para. 12-13.  
427 See Susan Bordo, “Feminism, Foucault and the Politics of the Body,” Feminist 
Theory and the Body: A Reader, Eds. Janet Price and Magrit Shildrick, (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1999). Bordo draws on Wollstonecraft’s observation as one 
example among many to demonstrate that ‘contrary to current narratives, … neither 
Foucault nor any other poststructuralist thinker discovered or invented the “seminal” 
idea … that the “definition and shaping” of the body is “the focal point for struggles 
over the shape of power.” That was discovered by feminism.’ p. 248. 
428 Moira Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power, Corporeality, (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1996), p. 52. 
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something which is not reflected in the source text, in which Harry appears to suffer no 
negative physical effects from his treatment by the Dursleys. But how can Harry, raised 
outside of magical culture, but also kept confined and underfed (much like 
Wollstonecraft’s women), grow to resemble his father who, we are led to believe, grew 
up active, with loving parents and access to the nourishment, health care and 
deportment provided by wealth? This absence in the source text reflects both its 
ideological allegiance to absolute (patriarchal) inheritability, but also its tendency to 
ignore the ways in which subjectivity is embodied. Under a more monistic conception 
of the mind/body, such confinement and treatment affects not simply the body, but the 
subject as a whole.  

Embodied Subjectivity in the Part series 
Severitus fanfiction also disrupts other aspects of the representation of the body 

in Potter. In the previous chapter I argued that while the body in Potter is often 
rendered fantastically disordered or changeable, the reversibility of such changes, for 
the central characters at least, means that the Cartesian separation of the mind and body 
in Potter ultimately remains intact. Severitus fanfiction disrupts this naturalisation of 
the body, which occurs despite the fantastic context, and forces Harry to experience 
dramatic, permanent, physical changes due to magic. While Harry’s changes are not 
extreme compared to some explored in fanfiction (for example, changing species, being 
‘de-aged’ to a much younger child, or male pregnancy) they might be considered so 
when compared to phenomena in the real world. At the very least, in changing 
effectively from one teenage boy into another, Harry experiences a change akin to 
puberty, and not dissimilar to changes experienced through aging, injury or plastic 
surgery. When the source text fails to explore even these ‘everyday’ changes, it 
constructs the body as resembling a clockwork automaton, able to affect and be affected 
by the world, but functioning simply as a conduit for experiences. Yet the bodily 
changes in Severitus fanfiction reveal the way that the body is not ‘merely’ physical. As 
Elizabeth Grosz writes, ‘[i]f bodies are objects or things, they are like no others, for 
they are the centers of perspective, insight, reflection, desire, agency.’429 Thus, if the 
body is to change, especially in such a dramatic fashion, these elements might also 
change: in other words, Grosz suggests the body and mind/consciousness are linked. 
Severitus fanfiction also explores this idea, by linking bodily change and questions of 
embodied subjectivity. In doing so, it encourages the fanfiction reader to re-examine the 
magical world of Potter through a reimagined Harry, whose changed body both reflects 
and creates changes in perspective which denaturalise the body, its relationship to the 
subject and its ideological management in the magical world.  

                                                
429 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1994), p. xi. 
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As Harry’s body changes, so does his social location as well as his performance 
of masculinity, transforming how he defines himself and how he interacts with the 
world. In other words, the bodily change affects both the sociological category of 
Harry’s ‘identity’ (or his personal continuity in the world), as well as his subjectivity, 
understood as a more individual and psychological experience. Kerry Mallan explores 
subjectivity and identity in her work on gender in children’s fiction, defining 
subjectivity, and the processes associated with it as follows: ‘“the subject” is a process 
of becoming (Butler, 1990a), and subjectivities, or how we come to experience our 
‘selves’, [are] always multiple and discursively constructed.’430 Such becomings result 
in the construction of the subject, which is experienced through an outward-facing 
social identity along with an interior subjectivity, and is always imbricated with the 
body, an argument I wish to explicate with reference to Part, in which Harry’s process 
of ‘becoming’ is negotiated both through and in response to the body. 

I have chosen to use Harry/Tobias from Part, to explore the question of 
embodied subjectivity and identity, as in this fanfic Harry must take on another identity 
permanently due to his changed physical appearance. In Part Harry must not only 
acclimatise himself to being differently embodied, but he must create, with the help of 
his newly discovered father, an identity to explain the existence of this new body. In 
doing so, the role of the body in subjectivity is explicitly addressed, as its role as a 
centre of ‘perspective, insight, reflection, desire, agency’ is made visible in response to 
a source text which marginalises the body.431  

In the Part series Harry takes on the identity of Tobias Snape, nephew to 
Severus Snape and newly appointed potions apprentice to his ‘Uncle’ at Hogwarts, so 
that he may return to school incognito after his own apparent death. To assist Harry in 
taking on this new identity Severus, who has been a spy and therefore well versed in the 
performing of different identities, trains Harry in both the abilities he will need to make 
the performance realistic, and the skill of performance itself. 

 
“Well,” Severus continued, leaning forward slightly, “Dumbledore has 

requested that I – train you … Not only in the arts you will need at a – ahem – 
future time, but in the art of – shall we say – misdirection … You will learn how 
to deport yourself in a suitable manner, as well as some key skills in various 
subjects – Potions, most of all. After all … the Potions Master’s nephew and 
apprentice must know considerably more of that subject than the average 
student.” 

“So I’ll be staying like this – no glamour, no potions…” 

                                                
430 Kerry Mallan, Gender Dilemmas in Children’s Fiction, (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), p. 8. 
431 Grosz, p. xi. 
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“No glamour, no potions … You will be presented to the world, as 
Tobias Snape, my nephew and apprentice.”432 

 
Severus continues, and describes more of the identity Harry will be performing: 

 
“You will learn to control your words, control your body, control your 

every expression,” Severus continued, eyeing the boy again. “You will learn 
how to disguise your British accent somewhat –” a look of puzzlement made 
itself known on his son’s face, “– as you are not a native. You are Tobias Snape, 
and you are Romanian – raised to read, write and speak English, as any foreign 
Snape with ambition, and the only reason your accent is not perfect,” Severus 
smirked, “is because you fancy it makes you sound…attractive.” To his surprise, 
a similar smirk coalesced onto Harry’s face as he cut in. 

“You make me sound like some idiot with less than half a brain…I 
almost hate Tobias already – ”433 

 
Harry, still becoming accustomed to his changed and changing body and only newly 
introduced to the idea of becoming Tobias, considers Tobias separate from himself, 
going so far as to speak of him in the third person. To Harry, Tobias is literally a mask 
to be donned, or a character to be performed. 

This volitional adoption of his new identity is demonstrated in the following 
passage, in which Harry performs his new identity in the mirror, experimenting with his 
‘new’ body: 

 
The eyes – he’d just – that was new, rolling his eyes like that – 
He did it again, just to catalogue the expression, like Severus had been 

incessantly reminding him to do all week – there. And again, because it was 
disconcerting – he actually looked – well – interesting, somehow, doing that. 
Harry repeated the action slowly, trying to watch the way his thickened 
eyebrows lifted slightly with the movement – the way his mouth sort of twitched 
at the end. It was really very – Harry narrowed his eyes at himself in the mirror, 
and was startled to see the same – correlation – it was just – 

He looked good …  Harry stared at himself, at the stranger in the mirror 
that would be known to everyone as Tobias Snape …434 

 

                                                
432 E.M. Pink, “Part the Second,” Fanfiction.net, first published 4 September 2005, 
completed 27 October 2005. Accessed 29 November 2010, 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/866704/E_M_Pink/>, Ch. 6. 
433 Part the Second, Ch. 7. 
434 Part the Second, Ch 8. 
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The male body in this scene is thus subject to a defamiliarisation that is experienced by 
both the reader and the embodied subject it represents. Most significantly, Harry’s body 
is made visible to both Harry and the reader. Harry, at this point, still thinks of himself 
as Harry, referring to Tobias as someone separate from himself, a false identity. 
However, this distance, presented in the text through Harry’s process of experimenting 
with and learning his new body through the mirror, begins to narrow over the course of 
the following chapters. While Voldemort believes Harry to be dead, Harry is protected. 
However, as in the source text, Harry still shares his mental link with Voldemort, and if 
Voldemort were ever to catch his stray thoughts of himself as Harry, his disguise would 
be uncovered, betraying both himself and Severus to the Dark Lord. Harry must 
therefore begin thinking of himself as Tobias, and of Severus as his uncle. Severus 
likewise must engage fully in this performance, although his skill at Occlumency and 
lack of connection with Voldemort allow him to keep thinking as he wishes. This 
gradual change is signalled both by the characters and in the text’s shift towards 
referring to Harry exclusively as ‘Tobias.’435  

At first, even though Harry is solely thinking of himself as Tobias, he still, 
inherently, believes himself to be Harry Potter – that his identity is unchanged by his 
changing embodied subjectivity. However, in reiterating his performance of Tobias, 
under the constraints of Slytherin House and the bodily management and gender norms 
of magical society, Harry ultimately discovers that he has ‘become’ Tobias. The finality 
of this change is highlighted in Part the Third where Harry/Tobias attempts to recover 
his ‘old self’ while secluded in the Room of Requirement: 

 
Toby let himself sink abruptly to the floor and sit down with a thud, 

pushing hair out of his eyes. He still remembered how to be – his old self, albeit 
in an uncomfortably distant way. Heady with the danger of it, he tried to fake a 
sentence or two, and was disconcerted to find that he actually couldn’t. The 
Romanian accent clung thickly to his tongue, and it felt almost natural to swear 
softly to himself in it, his – his natural tongue. 

Toby put his head in his hands, disorientation sweeping over him like a 
heavy blanket. What would come of this? What happened if – if everything was 
finished, over, forever, and he had to become…himself, again? He could barely 
speak with a British accent now, could barely remember the expressions he’d 
used before. For fuck’s sake, he didn’t even have his friends anymore, or even – 
                                                

435 See Part the Second, Ch. 11, during which Severus begins to correct himself every 
time he thinks of Harry as ‘Harry’ and E.M. Pink, “Part the Third,” Fanfiction.net, first 
published 1 November 2005, incomplete as of 19 November 2011, last updated 25 
March 2006. Accessed 19 November 2011, 
<http://www.fanfiction.net/u/866704/E_M_Pink/>, Ch. 1, where Harry/Tobias stops 
taking the powerful mind-blocking potion and reminds himself that he must think 
carefully, correcting himself when he almost thinks of Severus as his father rather than 
his uncle, as they pretend him. 
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his crush. His mind wandered back to an hour ago, to mercilessly teasing Draco 
and encouraging Theo to out-bargain him, and he couldn’t see himself doing it. 
His old self. 

Maybe – maybe Harry Potter is really dead, Toby cautiously let himself 
think. Maybe. 

 
Language, which is experienced corporeally through speaking and hearing, is here made 
strange for Harry/Tobias. Now that he is no longer able to move his mouth and tongue 
in such a way that he can speak in an English accent, his Romanian-accented English 
has become what he himself falteringly refers to as his ‘natural’ tongue. This suggests 
the scale of the changes he has experienced, given that English, as his first language, 
was his ‘natural’ tongue. His subjective experience of the world, experienced through 
his changed body, has also changed, disrupting the Cartesian schema present in the 
source text. 

The links between the subject, the body and the process of becoming in Part 
reflect a Spinozistic, rather than Cartesian, understanding of the body. Spinoza, a 
philosopher who explicitly challenged Cartesianism in his work, using a monist 
conception of mind and body, has been used by feminist thinkers to challenge dualism. 
As Moira Gatens explains: 

 
For Spinoza the body is not part of passive nature ruled over by an active mind 
but rather the body is the ground of human action. The mind is constituted by 
the affirmation of the actual existence of the body, and reason is active and 
embodied precisely because it is the affirmation of a particular bodily 
existence.436 

 
Under a Spinozistic schema, bodily changes, such as Harry experiences in Severitus, 
must also affect the mind/subject, as the mind in fact refers to the body: mind is the 
‘idea of the body’, or put another way, the body is what the mind observes and 
knows.437  For Spinoza, ‘the mind is not a separate substance causally interacting with 
body, but rather the direct awareness of body, refined through reason into an 
understanding and affirmation of the body’s “powers and pleasures”.’438 This 
understanding is reflected in Part as Harry comes to know his changed body’s powers 
and pleasures – his magical and physical abilities, as well as his sexual and emotional 
responses. Indeed, it is after protracted experience of his body’s powers and pleasures 
that Harry comes to realise that he has ‘become’ Tobias in the passage discussed above. 

                                                
436 Gatens, p. 57. 
437 Genevieve Lloyd, “Woman as Other: Sex, Gender and Subjectivity,” Australian 
Feminist Studies 4.10 (1989), p. 20. 
438 Lloyd, p. 20. 
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As Part remains incomplete, it is only possible to hypothesize about how Harry’s 
process of subjective and embodied becoming might have continued to unfold in the 
context of this fanfiction. However, it is worth speculating that although further 
instalments were originally planned, this text’s thorough exploration of the body’s 
implication in subjectivity, and consequent supplanting of Harry by Tobias, may have 
seemed to curtail narrative possibilities predicated on some preservation of Harry’s 
subjectivity and identity in spite of his physical transformation. 

The concept of becoming and its embodiment in Part also reflects Spinozistic 
thought on the body:  

 
Following Spinoza, the body is regarded as neither a locus for a consciousness 
nor an organically determined entity; it is understood more in terms of what it 
can do, the things it can perform, the linkages it establishes, the transformations 
and becomings it undergoes, and the machinic connections it forms with other 
bodies, which it can link with, how it can proliferate its capacities—a rare, 
affirmative understanding of the body.439 

 
In contrast to the source text’s Cartesian schema, a Spinozistic conception of the body 
not only collapses the mind/body dualism central to Cartesianism, but provides 
‘affirmative’ understanding of the body, one in which what the body does is of central 
importance. This focus is reflected in the analysis of Severitus fanfiction in this chapter: 
Harry’s changing body does things differently, constructing Harry as a subject in 
different ways than in the source text. This is reflected not only in the disruption of the 
patriarchal inheritance assumed in Potter, but also in the ways that Severitus fanfiction 
depicts embodied subjectivity. The attention paid to the effects Harry’s mistreatment by 
the Dursleys has had on him, for example, posits that the embodied subject experiences 
such things as a whole, rather than suggesting that certain experiences work solely on 
the mind or the body. Likewise, the focus on becoming in Part demonstrates the 
imbrication of the mind and the body through Harry/Tobias’s evolving (embodied) 
subjectivity. By reimagining bodies as volatile, changing and subjectively experienced, 
these texts function as an alternative critical modality that invites a reassessment of the 
source text’s ideologies of the body. 

The idea of becoming in Part is linked not only with embodied subjectivity and 
bodily change but also with the concept of performativity. As Harry’s transformation 
into Tobias suggests, bodily performativity affects the formation of subjectivity and 
identity through an embodied process in which the mind – the idea of the body – 

                                                
439 Grosz, p. 165, citing Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Trans. Brian Massumi, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987). Both Grosz’s and Lloyd’s interpretations of Spinoza are 
indebted to Deleuzeian readings of his work. 
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responds to the shaping of the body and its relation to other bodies. In other words, the 
experiences of Harry/Tobias signal the importance of not just the appearance of the 
physical body – its height, its features, the colour of its skin, hair and eyes – but also the 
way that body is used and shaped. This is also the case for Harry’s experiences in other 
Severitus fanfiction, and in the following chapter the performative aspects of the body, 
including the ways in which ideology can be written on the body, will be explored in 
relation to Severitus fanfiction and its critical dialogue with the source text. 
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Chapter Eight: Embodying Gender, Class and 
Race in Severitus Fanfiction 
In the previous chapter I discussed the naturalisation of the body as it relates to 

the formation of the subject in a general sense. In this chapter, I address the ways in 
which the body’s performativity, as represented in Severitus fanfiction, serves to make 
visible the naturalisation of the body in the source text. Performativity is made explicit 
in all the Severitus narratives under investigation but two fanfics – Mine and Blood 
Magic – make particularly critical interventions; into the source text’s representation 
and naturalisation of the body, specifically the male body. Aspects of performing 
masculinity in Potter and in Severitus fanfiction have been raised in the previous 
chapters on masculinity in relation to the roles of magical sports, the expression of 
sexuality and of dominant masculinity. My exploration of the implications of Harry’s 
androgyny in Skin Deep, for example, was made with reference to the body, although 
the argument was ultimately about the expression of femininity and masculinity, rather 
than about male or female bodies. In this chapter the questions of gender performativity 
will be addressed through a different lens, one that privileges the role of the sexed body 
in such performances (rather than the gendered outcome) and how changes in the body 
might affect the individual’s subjective experience of the world, and engagement with it 
and other bodies/individuals. By looking at the way gender is performed in various 
Severitus fanfics, the body’s marginalised role in the source text will also be made 
visible, and so, therefore, will the ideological roles the body and performativity/play. 

As I noted in the masculinities chapter, the type of masculinity into which Harry 
is interpellated in Potter is a culturally and historically specific magical masculinity, 
which Harry must learn to perform. This performance is, of course, constrained by 
ideology. As Judith Butler notes, it is a mistake to imagine that gender is performed by 
a ‘wilful and instrumental subject’ able to don gender like a garment;  rather, gender is 
part of what constructs the subject.440 Emerging from this insight, Butler asks how 
agency is possible for such a constrained subject: 

 
How precisely are we to understand the ritualized repetition by which such 
norms produce and stabilize not only the effects of gender but the materiality of 
sex? And can this repetition, this rearticulation, also constitute the occasion for a 
critical reworking of apparently constitutive gender norms?441 

 
Some of these same questions are posed through the reimagination of Harry’s body in 
Severitus fanfiction. As Harry is interpellated into magical masculinity, a process 

                                                
440 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex, (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), p. x. 
441 Butler, p. x. 
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outlined in the masculinity chapters, so his body is interpellated into these same 
systems. A focus on the body, on the ‘ritualized repetitions’ which are represented in 
Severitus fanfiction, shows how the body itself, and not only its gendered expressions, 
enters into the realm of ideology. In making explicit such repetitions and their 
consequences, Severitus fanfiction disrupts the naturalised body of the source text and 
makes visible the way the body functions in ideology and in institutions. 

While Butler’s theory of performativity is closely linked to gender, sex and 
sexuality, the concept itself challenges the naturalisation of the physical body in 
ideology more generally. In exploring the ways that performativity in Severitus 
functions to make the body and its relationship to ideology visible, other aspects of the 
body in ideology are also raised. Race and class, for example, also emerge as 
performative configurations; Blood Magic, in particular, makes visible the naturalisation 
of whiteness and middle-class belonging in Potter. 

Becoming a Wizard: Magical versus non-Magical bodily 
management in Mine and Blood Magic 

In this section I explore performativity in relation to activities that come under a 
category I refer to as ‘bodily management’. This category is comprised of choices that 
subjects make about the use of their own bodies, although always under conditions 
which are constrained and limited by ideology. In both Mine and Blood Magic, for 
example, Harry’s bodily management, such as his dress and his manners, is affected by 
the discovery that Severus is his biological father, and the role Severus plays in his life 
after that. The importance of this type of bodily management is explored by Bourdieu: 

 
Strictly biological differences are underlined and symbolically accentuated by 
differences in bearing, differences in gesture, posture and behaviour which 
express a whole relationship to the social world. To these are added all the 
deliberate modifications of appearance, especially by use of the set of marks—
cosmetic (hairstyle, make-up, beard, moustache, whiskers etc.) or 
vestimentary—which, because they depend on the economic and cultural means 
that can be invested in them, function as social markers deriving their meaning 
and value from their position in the system of distinctive signs which they 
constitute and which is itself homologous with the system of social positions.442 

 
While the notion that ‘strictly biological differences’ exist outside ideology is 
problematic in the context of my argument in the previous chapter, Bourdieu’s 
understanding of the importance of apparently small ‘choices’ about bodily presentation 
complements Butler’s notion of performativity. Although in the above excerpt Bourdieu 

                                                
442 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Trans. 
Richard Nice, (London: Routledge, 1986), p. 192. 
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refers to class, this complementarity can be understood in two ways: first, just as ‘signs’ 
or social markers distinguish class, so there are signs which distinguish gender; second, 
just as performativity embodies ideologies of gender, so it can also embody ideologies 
of class.  

Butler’s notion of producing norms through ritualised repetition, combined with 
Bourdieu’s focus on bodily management, is particularly useful in looking at Mine. 
These fanfics address the question of how particular actions or types of bodily 
management come to be repeated and therefore embodied by subjects. Mine is different 
from the other Severitus fanfics explored in this thesis, as in this narrative Severus is 
aware from Harry’s very conception of their biological relationship. However, even 
after the deaths of Harry’s other parents, Severus does not want anything to do with his 
biological son and has no family feeling for him. This lack of feeling changes when he 
sees Harry being mistreated by his maternal relatives, the Dursleys. Severus is upset to 
see any magical child being raised in what he refers to as the ‘sterility’ of the non-
magical world, and being mistreated by non-magical people.443 When Severus takes 
Harry into his own care, it becomes important to him that Harry learn the ways of the 
magical world, including the habits and bodily management required of boys in that 
world.  

The first instance of this occurs shortly after Severus rescues five-year-old Harry 
from the Dursleys and realises the degree of difference between the magical and non-
magical world when Harry must go to the toilet:  

 
“Um, I need to pee,” Harry said, hands tucked between his legs. 
“Behind the screen.” Snape pointed to an ornate screen, then reached 

under the bed. “Harry?” 
The boy was peering behind the screen in dismay. “There’s no toilet 

here.” 
Snape held out the chipped old gazunder and Harry stared at it for a 

moment, pushing his glasses up his nose. 
“You’re not in the muggle world now, Harry,” Snape explained 

patiently, handing the boy the vessel and steering him behind the screen. … 
“Now what?” Harry called. 

                                                
443 The concept of the non-magical/Muggle world as a place of order and sterility, 
juxtaposed against the magical world as the realm of imagination and chaos, is raised by 
Le Lievre in her discussion of the magical world of Potter as a ‘wainscot fantasy’. She 
argues that this functions as a critique of ‘the tendency of Western cultures of the 
twentieth century to move away from imaginative engagement with the physical context 
within which human beings exist--their environment--and towards a virtual experience 
of reality.’ K.A Le Lievre, “Wizards and Wainscots: Generic Structures and Genre 
Themes in the Harry Potter Series,” Mythlore 24 (2003), p. 28. 
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“Now watch,” Snape said patiently and a moment later Harry yelled and 
rushed out from behind the screen, running to his father’s legs and grabbing 
them. 

“It disappeared!” Harry exclaimed, eyes half excited and half fearful. 
“Without even flushing!” 

“Magic isn’t always about waving wands and making sparks appear, 
Harry. Mostly it’s about the practical things in life. Now, wash your hands.”444 

 
Going to the toilet is a bodily act essential to the biological functioning of the human 
body. However, that does not mean that the way of performing has no ideological or 
cultural implications. In the source text, Rowling has transplanted contemporary indoor 
plumbing into the ancient Hogwarts castle, including girls’ and boys’ bathrooms with 
stalls and indoor plumbing.445 That modern plumbing is installed in a school where all 
waste could merely be made to vanish by magic reflects the naturalisation of the 
Western performance of bodily functions in the source, when in fact ideas about 
privacy, cleanliness and excrement vary from culture to culture. Mine explicitly 
highlights the naturalisation of this aspect of bodily management, thus making it visible 
in the source text and encouraging the reader’s critical engagement with it. 

Differences between magical and non-magical bodily performance are raised 
again when Harry and Severus sit down to eat breakfast together: 

 
Breakfast arrived and Harry tucked in, picking up whole sausages on his fork 
and devouring them from the end down. Snape didn’t object to the appalling 
table manners, after all Harry had been raised by muggles, what else could be 
expected?446 

 
This short excerpt reveals more about how Severus thinks about cultural difference than 
about Harry’s manners, since eating a sausage like that would be unacceptable in the 
non-magical world either (although exceptions would likely be made for children 
Harry’s age). Although the situation arises due to Harry’s lack of socialisation by the 
Dursleys, Severus’s attribution of the difference to Harry’s upbringing in a non-magical 

                                                
444 Gillian Middleton, “Mine,” Fanfiction.net, published 14 July 2004. Accessed 8 
November 2009, <http://www.fanfiction.net/u/483952/Gillian_Middleton/>, Ch. 1. 
445 This becomes important in Chamber of Secrets. The entry into Salazar Slytherin’s 
Chamber of Secrets is in the girl’s bathroom, and the basilisk uses the pipes within the 
school’s wall to travel out of sight. How it travelled the school in times before the 
invention of indoor plumbing, and why the secret entrance to its chamber is a snake on 
the sink in the girls’ bathroom (which should not have existed 1000 years before when 
the school was built) are never addressed. 
446 Mine, Ch. 1. 
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household suggests that he holds a poor opinion of non-magical people and culture, and 
their style of bodily management.447  

Severus’s negative view of non-magical culture and the desire for young Harry 
to become a wizard through the correct repetition of norms is highlighted again in the 
shopping trip Severus and Harry make the day after the rescue:  

 
‘‘Do you want these?” the shoemaker asked disdainfully, holding 

Harry’s scuffed old shoes at arm’s length, dangling from their frayed laces. 
Snape studied the disgusting objects dispassionately. “Burn them,” he 

ordered and the shoemaker nodded fervently. 
“I’m practickly [sic] a wizard now,” Harry said as he stepped out into the 

street. He twirled and his cloak swirled around him. “Can I have a pointy hat 
too?”’448 

 
Harry’s awful hand-me-down clothes from his oversized cousin Dudley have, in both 
the source text and Severitus fanfiction, signified Harry’s poor treatment by the 
Dursleys, and allowed for a positive comparison to the magical world, where not only 
are the clothes very different but Harry has his own money with which to buy them.449 
In fact, an important narrative point in each of the Severitus fanfics occurs when Harry 
is able to buy new clothes. Although Harry may turn to Severus for advice, as he does 
in Blood Magic, in most Severitus fiction he is a teenager and capable of deciding what 
to wear on his own. However, Harry’s choices are constrained in various ways; he can 
buy only what is available, what he can afford and, more insidiously, what he believes 
will impress his father and other witches and wizards and will not make him look silly. 
Mine is slightly different, because Harry is a young child and therefore economically 
dependent on Severus – he must wear whatever Severus decides to buy for him. 
Nevertheless, the new wardrobe always signals a transformation from non-magical to 
magical performance of gender.  

Clothing and bodily management are singled out as significant in Blood Magic, 
which, as I argued in previous chapters, is perhaps the most explicitly critical of the 
source text. In Blood Magic, they although must try to keep their relationship secret for 

                                                
447 This also has the effect of making visible the dualistic view of the magical/non-
magical divide in Potter. 
448 Mine, Ch. 1. 
449 This is not accurately reflected in the movies, where students on their Hogsmeade 
weekends are all shown wearing contemporary British/Western teenage fashion, even 
the pure-blood students. This is also true of the adult witches and wizards in the movies; 
for example, Draco and his father are shown wearing fashionable, modern suits at the 
Quidditch World Cup, while the Ministry workers whose forms Harry, Hermione and 
Ron steal with polyjuice are also shown wearing perfectly ordinary business wear. This 
is in stark contrast to the source text, in which witches and wizards wear robes at all 
times, and pure-blood ones are depicted as humorously incapable of dressing 
appropriately in Muggle styles. 
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as long as possible, Severus and Harry form an emotional relationship fairly early on, 
and often discuss the cultural difference Harry’s non-magical upbringing has given him 
and Harry’s desire to understand the magical world better. These explicit discussions 
and actions often revolve around bodily management and, especially, hair. 

The management of hair, which would come under Bourdieu’s category of 
cosmetic modifications, has a special significance in the magical world of Blood Magic, 
and also takes on a narrative significance. Hair is first discussed when the Hogwarts 
students return from their summer holidays and Harry, eager to learn more about 
magical culture after the discovery that Severus is his biological father, notices more of 
the differences between magical and non-magical culture. In the following scene, set in 
the Great Hall, Harry has observed some girls wearing their hair short, something he 
recognises as unusual and so asks Hermione if there is any significance to this choice: 

 
"Is it odd for a wizarding [sic] girl to have short hair? It seems to be." 
Hermione relaxed as she went into lecture mode. "In a conservative 

family, adults will have long hair, to the extent permitted by their activities," she 
explained. "Very long hair, like the Malfoys have, usually indicates a life of 
leisure. Bill has his hair quite long for a working wizard, and too long for a man 
from a modern-thinking family -- that's part of what his mum dislikes about it -- 
he has his hair like an idle aristocrat, then works a dangerous job and dresses in 
clothes she considers disreputable -- almost too Muggle. Of course, that's more 
common in other parts of the world -- he's really just cosmopolitan. 

"Girls have long hair, usually. Girls only cut their hair if they don't 
intend to marry, or don't care whether or not they do. Boys always have short 
hair, unless, somehow, they become the male head of a named family -- Malfoy 
could grow his hair, now, I suppose, and you could." This thought distracted her, 
and she looked at him questioningly. "Are you?"450 

 
Harry, who has been attempting to disguise the change in his hair’s texture and the 
shape of his face by growing it out, admits to this. However, he is not prepared to 
manage longer hair and, not being familiar enough with magical fashion, he receives 
some help from his father: 

 
With his hair back, he looked less like Severus and more like a stranger. 

He suspected he’d also look a bit silly, as the front hair was only just long 
enough to gather, leaving a tuft that would stick straight out in back. He released 
the bundle. 

                                                
450 GatewayGirl, “Blood Magic,” Fiction Alley, first published 13 June 2003, completed 
20 September 2004. Accessed 13 September 2003. 
<http://www.fictionalley.org/authors/gatewaygirl/BM.html/>, Ch. 31. 
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Severus’s hands slid through his hair, pulling the front sections up and 
back. “You could wear it as Lucius did,” he said slyly. 

Fortunately, Harry thought, studying himself that way, he looked nothing 
like Lucius Malfoy. To his surprise, Harry liked the way he looked with his hair 
like that, even though it displayed his scar even more plainly … Yes, he decided, 
his hair looked good this way, and it might mislead observers about the change 
in facial shape. Anybody’s face would look different with that drastic a 
change.451  

 
Harry also recognises and makes visible the difference between magical and non-
magical bodily management when he acknowledges to himself that a non-magical 
person would find his new appearance more feminine, and reminds himself not to go 
into ‘Muggle London’ looking that way.452 

The conversation then veers back to the patriarchal family aspects of hair 
management on which Hermione touched in her earlier discussion with Harry. Severus 
says that Harry is not old enough to grow out his hair, but Harry argues that as all of his 
acknowledged male relatives are dead, growing out his hair is the culturally normative 
response and will help to disguise the fact that his biological father is still alive and 
known to him. Severus, more interpellated into magical culture than Harry, cannot help 
but feel uncomfortable with his choice – ‘[i]t makes me feel unreal, though, or rejected, 
or doomed’453 – but nevertheless agrees that it is a sensible decision.  

Hermione, likewise, is uncomfortable with Harry’s changes: 
 
“You’re wearing your hair like that, again,” [Hermione] said, frowning. 
“Do you like it?” [Harry said.] 
“Not really. You look like some old wizard.” 
“That’s rather the point. Growing my hair reminds people that I have no 

senior male relatives.” 
Hermione’s eyes widened. “Oh,” she said.454 

  
Although she, like Severus, accepts Harry’s reasoning for the change, the grounds of 
her discomfort are different from Severus’s: she is worried that Harry is becoming too 
interpellated into magical culture and will pick up the same prejudices that many 
magically-raised witches and wizards hold against Muggle-borns and the non-magical 
world. This creates conflict between them, exacerbated by Harry reading fictional books 
which perpetuate negative stereotypes of non-magical people and Muggle-borns. Harry 

                                                
451 Blood Magic, Ch. 51. 
452 Blood Magic, Ch. 51. 
453 Blood Magic, Ch. 51. 
454 Blood Magic, Ch. 55. 
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does not recognise these problems, but Hermione, who is not from the same magically 
privileged background as Harry, is more sensitive to these depictions and is able to 
point them out. Hermione and Harry also break up their brief romantic relationship over 
Harry’s desire to be less Muggle and Hermione feeling that this is a rejection of her 
heritage and upbringing, although they eventually make up as friends. 

The importance of hair management as a cultural signifier of patriarchal power 
comes up again in the final chapters of the fanfic, in the trial at which Harry’s custody is 
at stake. Before making a ruling, Harry is asked whether he accepts Severus as his 
father. 

 
Harry took a deep breath. He looked down at his mum’s ring, glittering 

again on his finger. He had been waiting for this question; wondering if anyone 
would care (or dare) to ask it. He stood, and in a smooth motion, he collected his 
hair in his left hand, drew his knife with his right, and chopped the blade 
awkwardly through the gathered strands. 

“I acknowledge that Severus Snape is my father. From now until my 
seventeenth birthday, I submit to his will.” 

There. It was done. Harry’s scalp stung from the rough cut, and he 
suspected he looked ridiculous, but the looks of shock and approval from the 
members of the Wizengamot were well worth it.455 

 
The members of the Wizengamot, interpellated into magical norms of bodily 
management, recognise the symbolic significance of Harry’s decision to cut his hair and 
acknowledge his father. 

In Blood Magic, then, hair is used as a way to explore and make visible 
differences between magical and non-magical culture, as well as to express elements of 
magical culture. Many of these cultural aspects, such as the meaning of hair length for 
men and women, and the symbolic significance of hair in traditions of patriarchal 
inheritance, relate to the performance of gender – the management of the physical body 
in ways that reflect cultural ideas about gender. It is also significant, however, that 
Harry lacks knowledge about such traditions, and the self-conscious changes he makes 
to his own body are therefore based on the input of others – especially of his father. 
Through the processes of learning about and managing his hair, a small part of bodily 
management and performance, the Harry reimagined in Blood Magic highlights both the 
constructed nature and the cultural specificity of gendered performativity and bodily 
management. In particular, the narrative denaturalises assumptions about ‘natural’ 
masculine bodies in the source text by making visible the effort and thought which 
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performing masculinity requires. In doing so, it also makes visible the way both 
masculinity and the body are naturalised in the source text. 

The Classed Body and the Racial Body: Differentiating 
Taste and ʻEssenceʼ in Blood Magic 

Although the previous section has focussed on the gendered aspects of bodily 
management in Blood Magic, bodily performativity also communicates class and race 
ideologies in this fanfic text. With regards to class, Bourdieu argues that ‘the body is the 
most indisputable materialization of class taste’.456 However, Bourdieu’s notion of the 
body can also be expanded to encompass racial performativity, especially in societies, 
such as contemporary Britain and the magical world in Potter, where one race (in this 
case white and Anglo) is privileged above others in a racial hierarchy. In this context, as 
Blood Magic reveals, bodily performance, as well as physical features such as skin 
colour, ‘materialise’ racial difference.457  

The question of taste is first raised in Blood Magic when Harry goes shopping 
for the first time since his escape from the Dursleys. Staying with Severus at Hogwarts, 
he and Remus travel down to the nearby village of Hogsmeade to buy Harry some new 
robes. He buys expensive robes, recommended by Remus on the basis that he is James’s 
son and has James’s money. 

 
Back in his room, Harry combed out his hair and put on clean trousers. 

He looked at the red robes and was reminded of what Remus had said. 
Thoughtfully, he drew them on, and checked his appearance in the mirror. After 
some consideration, he put on a black shirt and opened the robes, slightly. 
Another look in the mirror showed him that he looked like an affluent, perhaps 
rather flashy, young wizard. He wondered if he liked that… 

“How do I look?” 
Snape smiled with obvious satisfaction. “If you weren’t you,” he 

declared, “I could take you to Malfoy Manor.”458 
 
Severus’s satisfaction at Harry’s change in clothing acts as positive reinforcement, as 
Harry subsequently adopts more magical modes of bodily management. This excerpt 
also highlights the role of the Malfoy family as symbolic of the upper class in both the 
source text and Blood Magic. While in the source text, the Malfoys’ class association is 
represented in a negative light (as snobbish, xenophobic, corrupt and bullying), in Blood 
Magic Harry is forced to reconsider his previous assumptions in light of awareness of 

                                                
456 Bourdieu, p. 190. 
457 Skin colour itself, as it is revealed, is also an uncertain indicator of race. This is also 
true more generally, and can be affected by performance e.g. tanning to become darker, 
using skin-whitening creams to become lighter. 
458 Blood Magic, Ch. 17. 
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his own class position and his wish to integrate more fully into magical society.459 This 
serves to reveal what Elaine Ostrey refers to as the conflicted attitude towards wealth, 
and therefore class, in Potter.460 Ostrey argues that Potter is strongly compliant with 
fairy tale generic conventions, which reward modesty and poverty over greed and 
wealth. An example she offers from the source text is Harry’s valorisation of the 
Weasleys, which serves to affirm Harry’s ‘goodness’ in making the ‘modest choice’. 
However, both fairy tales and Potter have conflicted attitudes towards wealth. ‘Fairy 
tales,’ Ostrey writes, ‘tend to end with the disenfranchised gaining power and the poor 
becoming wealthy.’461 This is also the case in Potter, in which Harry’s ascent from 
relative poverty (in relation to the Dursleys) and modesty (he does not look down on 
Ron or his family) to wealth, is acceptable; in contrast, Draco Malfoy’s recourse to 
wealth, which he uses to bully and bribe, is portrayed as unacceptable. 

Draco, in both the source text and Blood Magic, is very aware of class. When 
discussing marriage politics with Harry in Blood Magic after they have become friends, 
he describes Harry’s class position in the following way: 

 
"As I told you once, some wizarding families are better than others. You're half-
blood, but that half is Potter, quite respectable, and, apart from that, you are rich, 
famous, and magically powerful. You'd be limited to modernist families for a 
pureblood wife, but many of the traditionalists might consider you as an 
associate, if properly presented." 

 
This excerpt signals the elements, present in the source text, that mark Harry as upper-
class. However, the ambivalent attitude towards the use of wealth and class-based 
political power in the source text mean that Harry does not develop the ideologies or 
‘tastes’ of others in his class position. In Severitus fanfiction, however, connecting to 
magical culture through a living magical parent encourages Harry to begin to adopt the 
taste of the magical elite, especially in the areas of bodily management. 

Taste as an indicator of social class in operates in Blood Magic when Harry goes 
shopping with the Weasley twins, Fred and George, who, along with Ron, are 
uncomfortable with Harry’s newly adopted performance of upper-class masculinity. He 
returns to the school with his purchases and discusses them with Severus. 

 

                                                
459 As the source text is written largely from Harry’s point of view, the attitudes of the 
source text are often taken to be Harry’s own attitude. While, for example, Harry never 
comments himself on the more nuanced aspects of Draco’s class position, it can be 
inferred from the text’s treatment. 
460 Elaine Ostrey, “Accepting Mudbloods: The Ambivalent Social Vision of J.K. 
Rowling’s Fairy Tales,” Reading Harry Potter: Critical Essays, Ed. Giselle Liza 
Anatol, (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2003), p. 91. 
461 Ostrey, p. 91. 
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“Maybe … some clothes and manners don't mean you have too much 
control over me --" Harry stopped, startled by his own words. "I mean, I'm not 
being too much a proper young wizard...." 

Severus choked. "I shouldn't worry about that!" 
"But my friends do. I mean, Fred and George and Ron all gave me a hard 

time about buying clothes, and I bought far more than I would have otherwise, 
just to irritate the twins." 

"You did not accept fashion advice from them, I hope?" 
"As far as I can tell, their tastes are hopelessly gaudy." 
"Correct."462 

 
Not only are the Weasleys’ tastes singled out as being inappropriate, their jealousy (in 
Ron’s case) and discomfort (in the case of Fred and George) regarding Harry’s adoption 
of the vestments and mannerisms of upper-class magical masculinity highlights their 
own, lower, class position in the magical world. While class difference is definitely 
made visible in the source text, especially through the Malfoys’ behaviour towards the 
Weasleys and Ron’s jealousy of Harry’s money (both of which are carried over in 
Blood Magic), the implications of Harry’s own class position are never explored as 
explicitly as they are in Blood Magic. 

Harry’s class position is complicated in Blood Magic by Severus’s own class 
position. As mentioned earlier, in this text Severus’s family is neither as wealthy nor as 
respected as the Potters, but it is with the discovery that his father is Severus that Harry 
begins to adopt a more upper-class magical masculinity, made possible by his access to 
the Potter funds. Severus himself, however, was singled out in his school days for being 
both low-class and of non-English descent. James describes their first meeting (and the 
beginning of their rivalry) in his letter to Harry: 

 
When I went to Hogwarts, it was something of a shock for me. I had 

never before been in the company of children substantially less privileged than 
myself, except for deferential servants’ children … While I was searching 
through the train for someone I knew, or a place to sit that wasn’t near someone 
objectionable, I came across a boy who was in a compartment all by himself. He 
was tiny and skinny and hunched over, his clothes were dirty and patched, and 
he looked like he hadn’t bathed all week. When he looked up, I saw that his face 
had a foreign look -- vaguely Arabic -- and that he had been crying. 

I hated him immediately. I walked in and ordered him to leave. “Why?” 
he asked me, and I told him I wanted this compartment. He pointed out there 
was plenty of room, and I told him he stank, and I needed him out so I could 
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clean his stench from the place. At that point, someone laughed, and I turned to 
see Sirius Black in the doorway. I’d only met Sirius twice, and that over the 
previous four years, but I felt rescued. Here was someone I knew, who was 
properly dressed, who was civilized. I was afraid he would try to defend the 
waif, but he just sauntered in and said, “James told you to get out, Snivellus.” 
They’d already encountered each other, you see. The boy stood up, stared at us 
for a moment, then ran away, crying again.463 

 
This passage reveals the way that race and class are lived simultaneously and therefore 
simultaneously performed through the body. To James, Severus is immediately marked 
as Other, and therefore undesirable, through his bodily association with both 
foreignness and lack of wealth. James’s belief in Severus’s inferiority and his cruel 
behaviour towards him are based on James’s own upper-class, white and British 
embodiment, revealing the ways that race intersects with other ‘vectors of power’ such 
as gender and class, both for those with privilege and without.464  

This performative aspect of race in Blood Magic also serves to make racial 
ideologies visible in both the fanfic and the source text. As I suggested in my 
introductory chapter on the family, the ideologies surrounding ‘blood’ and belonging 
are contradictory. This is also true of blood as an analogy of race; as Suman Gupta 
writes, ‘the theme of blood as lineage [in Potter], analogous to race in our world, 
simmers away’ in the early books, coming to the fore from Goblet of Fire onward.465 
Gupta is also concerned with the racial analogies of the magical/non-magical divide, 
and Ostrey similarly notes that despite the text’s stated ideology that people (and 
creatures) from all backgrounds are equal, ‘wizards universally look down on Muggles, 
and being a wizard means joining an elite world’.466 Given the contradictions in the 
expression of Potter’s ideology of racial plurality at the level of analogy, it is therefore 
not surprising that similar problems exist where ‘real world’ race and ethnicity is 
represented in Potter.  

‘Real world’ racial and ethnic diversity exists in Potter, although it is hardly 
commented on within the source text. All of the main characters are white but there are 
some secondary characters who are identified as non-white either through their names 
or through their description as characters of colour. Race, in this sense, is not ever 
commented on by other characters, although ethnic divides are addressed during the 
Triwizard Tournament in which schools from other European countries come to 
Hogwarts to compete. However, while racial difference is not commented on negatively 

                                                
463 Blood Magic, Ch. 05-06. 
464 Kerry Mallan, Gender Dilemmas in Children’s Fiction, (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), p. 22. 
465 Suman Gupta, Re-Reading Harry Potter, 2nd ed., (Basingstoke, England: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2009), p. 101. 
466 Ostrey, p. 93. 
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(or positively), nor is it meaningfully addressed. No one, bar these ‘foreign’ students, 
has a non-British accent, the food served at Hogwarts is only traditional British fare, 
and the holidays that are celebrated are Anglo-Christian. This elision of race as a 
meaningful category of identity within Potter has inspired two critical approaches. 
Andrew Blake argues that such an elision, demonstrated through the neutralisation of 
interracial relationships as being a non-issue, undermines racial hierarchies.467 On the 
other hand, Jack Zipes’ argument suggests that while the ‘races of our own world are 
not discriminated against, it is the white characters who are centre-stage while the 
others are tokenistic marginal characters.’468 Given the elision of all aspects of 
racial/ethnic differences, Zipes’ argument appears more valid, while Blake’s approach 
appears to fall under the problematic rubric of ‘colour blindness’ which has been 
critiqued for its lack of understanding of white privilege, and its lack of 
acknowledgement of power and difference within racial hierarchies.469 

Blood Magic, as has already been shown through its depiction of James and 
Severus’s first meeting, makes racial power relations visible. Blood Magic also makes 
racial difference visible in other ways, offering a more consistently pluralistic ideology 
than that of the source text, thereby throwing the source text’s elision of racial 
difference into relief. Harry, made curious by the letter and observing Severus’s dark 
hair, asks him about his ancestry. Severus immediately assumes that Harry is querying 
his ‘blood status’ and replies,  

 
“Witches and wizards,” he said coolly. “For at least five generations.” 
“I’m talking about that hair, not what you can do with a wand.” Harry sat 

down in the armchair by the fire. “And don’t tell me it’s not my business, 
because it is.” 

“Very well.” Snape glanced at him momentarily, then went back to 
looking at the fire. “In that sense, I am a mixed blood on both sides. My father 
was the son of an Arab man and a Scottish woman, and my mother the daughter 
of an English man and an Indian woman.”470 

 
Both Severus and Harry admit to ignorance, however, of any cultural heritage from 
these two regions of the world – Harry, due to his youth and inexperience and Severus, 
because his grandparents died before he had a chance to learn much from them other 
than some culinary tastes. Their race, then, is written on the body rather than actively 

                                                
467 Andrew Blake, The Irresistible Rise of Harry Potter, (London: Verso, 2002), p. 108. 
468 Gupta, p. 106, citing Jack Zipes, Sticks and Stones: The Troublesome Success of 
Children’s Literature from Slovenly Peter to Harry Potter, (New York, Routledge, 
2001). 
469 For an overview of the issues related to ideologies of ‘colour blindness,’ see Michael 
K. Brown et al, Whitewashing Race: The Myth of a Color Blind Society (University of 
California Press: Berkeley, 2003). 
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performed, and in Harry’s case, his mixed-race background is not immediately obvious 
to those looking only at the colour of his skin or the shape of his features. 

Nevertheless, in Blood Magic, both Harry and Severus have hybrid identities 
and are marked as outsiders, Harry because he was raised in a non-magical environment 
as well as his fame, Severus because of his poverty and racial otherness. However, 
Harry’s outsiderness is mediated by his status as the Boy-Who-Lived and his respected 
family name, while Severus has created alliances and has fully adopted ideologies that 
allow him to ‘pass’ as upper-class, British and white, even though traces of his mixed-
race background are still visible. When Harry asks him to ‘clean up’ and wash his hair 
before going to dinner, Hermione, noticing his neatened appearance, comments to Harry 
that Severus looks good, while Ron responds differently: 

 
"He's still ugly," Ron said suddenly. Harry looked over. Ron was glaring 

at Hermione. 
"Well, I think he looks quite good." 
"He's still ugly, and he still looks like some sort of foreigner." 
Involuntarily, Harry flinched. Hermione met his eyes. For a moment, 

they just gazed at each other in shared dismay, then Hermione turned on Ron.471 
 
Severus’s bodily performance has changed, rendering him ‘other’ in the eyes of Ron, 
and demonstrating the way that his performance of whiteness prior to this had gone 
uncommented on.472 Ron’s casual racism is at odds with the depiction of difference in 
the source text only through its explicit acknowledgement of racial, rather than ethnic or 
other differences. It is consistent with the characterisation of Ron in the source text; he 
says thoughtless things about Muggles, about werewolves and about other foreigners, 
even though he tends not to treat a person once differently on account of such markers 
of difference once he knows him or her. In this sense, Ron’s behaviour in Blood Magic 
highlights the way that whiteness is performed, although not commented on, in Potter.  

While Harry’s traces of racial otherness are not written on his body as clearly as 
Severus’s, they are still discernible in Blood Magic through the use of magic. In their 
Defence Against the Dark Arts class, the students are taught the Genio or ‘by class’ 
spell. The spell is not in the source text and was created by GatewayGirl who, emulating 
Rowling, derived the incantation for the spell from Latin (for example, the summoning 
spell accio is in fact Latin for ‘I call’ or ‘I summon’). ‘Genio’ appears to come from the 

                                                
471 Blood Magic, Ch. 52. 
472 Mikhail Lyubansky offers a useful critique of whiteness and white privilege in Potter 
in “Harry Potter and the World That Shall Not Be Named,” The Psychology of Harry 
Potter: An Unauthorized Examination of the Boy Who Lived, Ed. Neil Mulholland, 
(Dallas, Texas: Benbella Books, Inc., 2007). 
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Latin genus which means ‘birth, race, stock’.473 It also has a philosophical use which is 
relevant here: ‘a class or kind of things which includes a number of subordinate kinds 
… as sharing in certain common attributes.’474 The purpose of the spell is to single an 
individual or group out from larger groups based on shared ‘essence’ in order to target 
spells.475 Remus, or Professor Lupin, explains it in the following way: 

 
“All the targets,” Professor Lupin explained, “must be not only similar, 

but biologically or essentially similar. That is, you can disperse the hex or charm 
to all the girls, but not to everyone wearing a gown; to all the rats, but not all the 
familiars; to everyone with blue eyes, but not everyone who likes blue eyes.” 

“Can you disperse among all purebloods?” Draco asked. 
Lupin’s face tightened. “As much as this may disappoint you, Draco, 

there is nothing essentially unique about purebloods. Genio can distinguish 
between people with magic and those without, but Hermione is not distinct from 
you, in this regard.”476 

 
The spell, therefore, is conceptually biologically essentialist. When practising the spell 
amongst their group of students as part of a class exercise, Harry’s group tries to 
determine the ways in which their entire group could be attacked – i.e., to determine 
what ‘essences’ every member of the group shares. The discussion turns to race when 
Hermione states that all of their group are European and could thus be taken out that 
way, to which Draco replies ‘[n]ot entirely.’ 

 
Everyone else looked critically at their teammates. Harry eliminated 

Hannah immediately, as simply too blond to have any other ancestry. Hermione 
would certainly have told him if she had, he decided, which left Justin. Justin, 
however, was also studying him and Hermione. 

“How would you know?” Hermione asked. 
“Earlier tests with Genio.” 
At Draco’s answer, Harry remembered the time he and Padma had 

glowed. He whirled to stare at Draco, who raised his eyebrows in amusement. 
“You did know, didn’t you, Potter?” 
“It’s rather dilute. I’d forgotten actually. I don’t expect it will help if they 

specify skin color.” 

                                                
473 “Genus,” Oxford English Dictionary, oed.com, September 2011, accessed October 
2011, <http://www.oed.com/Entry/77719?redirectedFrom=genus#eid./>. 
474 “Genus,” Oxford English Dictionary. 
475 Blood Magic, Ch. 58. 
476 Blood Magic, Ch. 70. 
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Draco looked at him critically. “No, probably not. That’s nearly as white 
as mine.” He shrugged. “At any rate, that, and age, are the only ways to take all 
of us out.”’477  

 
So race, determinble by Genio, is an ‘essence,’ while skin colour, the most commonly 
understood expression of race on the body, is not able to be used to determine Harry’s 
racial background.  

Although the spell is conceptually biologically essentialist, it also draws 
attention to the ways in which biology – the body – is always understood through a 
cultural lens. Although the Genio spell identifies race as an ‘essential difference’, the 
fact that Harry is not recognised as a racial other except for the purposes of the spell 
suggests only that the spell itself was designed with an understanding of racial 
difference as biological difference in mind. Indeed, the use of the spell is also limited by 
the imagination of the users and what they can think of as constituting an ‘essential’ 
difference. That Draco researches a spell to identify Muggle ancestry speaks to the 
importance of this distinction for him.  

Thus, although both class and race are linked to the body in Blood Magic they 
are revealed to be mobile and situational. Even though race is categorised by the Genio 
spell as an essential characteristic, the social acceptance of Harry as white and English 
shows how culture shapes our understanding of biology, rather than the other way 
around. This disrupts naturalised assumptions about the body as pure and unchanging 
biological fact, but also assumptions that the body is raw material that is merely shaped 
by culture; rather, it is our understanding of the body which is shaped by culture, while 
the body itself resists such simple categorisation. This understanding complements the 
Spinozistic notion of the ‘mind as the idea of the body’478 explored in the previous 
chapter, bringing the connection between the body, ideology and the subject into focus. 

The body in Severitus fanfiction reflects a more complex understanding of 
embodiment than the source text. Severitus fanfiction pays attention to bodies as 
performative, and as gendered, raced and classed, in ways which disrupt assumptions 
that naturalise the body. This disruption has ideological significance, as Elizabeth Grosz 
explains: 

 
When one body (in the West, the white, youthful, able, male body) takes on the 
function of model or ideal, the human body, for all other types of body, its 
domination may be undermined through a defiant affirmation of multiplicity, a 
field of differences, of other kinds of bodies and subjectivities.479 

                                                
477 Blood Magic, Ch. 72. 
478 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1994), p. 12. 
479 Grosz, p. 19. 



 

 
 
176 

 
Just as representing alternative dominant masculinities, rather than only alternatives to 
dominant masculinities, has constituted a critical intervention into the representation of 
dominant masculinity in the source text (as I argued in chapter five), so too does 
representing alternative dominant (male) bodies disrupt assumptions about class and 
race in the source text. By reimagining the bodies of Potter characters as explicitly 
raced and classed and capable of differing modes of performance, Severitus fanfiction’s 
dialogue with the source text operates as a critical modality. 
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Conclusion 
The hypothesis that this thesis set out to prove was that fanfiction could be 

understood as an alternative critical modality, akin to literary criticism. To prove this 
hypothesis, I explored five novel-length Harry Potter fanfics from the Severitus genre, 
from which my central themes of the family, masculinity and the body emerged. 
Around each of these themes, I engaged in a close textual analysis of the fanfiction and 
its focussed intertextual relationship to the source text, locating the critical insights 
drawn from the fanfiction against scholarly work on Potter and on family, masculinities 
and the body more generally. In particular, my analysis has been supported by 
theoretical frameworks drawn from the intersecting fields of literary theory, feminist 
theory, queer theory, critical theory and cultural studies, that shed light upon the ways in 
which ideologies of family, gender, sexuality and embodiment are elaborated.  

The insights which emerged from this analysis, in which I ‘read the difference’ 
between the fanfiction and the source text, served to make visible the dominant 
ideologies which function unquestioned in Potter. I also demonstrated that some of the 
fanfics, such as In Blood Only, go further and suggest alternatives to the ideology of the 
source text. In this way, I have demonstrated that fanfiction can function as an 
alternative critical modality which encourages its readers to reconsider the source text 
critically, just as traditional academic literary criticism does. 

Interrogating Race and Ethnicity in Potter: Confirming 
Fanfiction as an Alternative Critical Modality 

Although this thesis has focused largely on issues of gender, sex and sexuality in 
its proposition that fanfiction may function as an alternative critical modality, the final 
chapter on the body also raises race and ethnicity as further categories ripe for critical 
exploration in Potter.480 Potter fanfiction, therefore, also offers fertile ground for 
exploring race and ethnicity through fan practices. In order to suggest how my claim 
that fanfiction operates as an alternative critical modality might be applied more 
broadly, I now briefly analyse one further fanfiction – Better Living Through Learning, 
by Zahra – which does not belong to the Severitus genre but which nevertheless 
demonstrates a critical engagement with the source text through its focus on race and 
ethnicity.  

                                                
480 For example, see Suman Gupta, Re-Reading Harry Potter, (Basingstoke, England: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Giselle Liza Anatol, “The Fallen Empire: Exploring Ethnic 
Otherness in the World of Harry Potter,” Reading Harry Potter: Critical Essays, Ed. 
Giselle Liza Anatol, (Westport, USA: Praeger Publishers, 2003); and Mikhail 
Lyubansky, “Harry Potter and the World That Shall Not Be Named,” The Psychology of 
Harry Potter: An Unauthorized Examination of the Boy Who Lived, Ed. Neil 
Mulholland, (Dallas, Texas: Benbella Books, Inc., 2007). 
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The non-magical world of Potter is a representation of the ‘real’ world of 
Britain in the 1990s. Race and ethnicity in the text therefore also works through and 
within three layers of worlds – the ‘real’ world, the Muggle world and the magical 
world – and the books offer representations of race and ethnicity, in that characters in 
the text are identified or implied as being white, black, Asian, or English, French or 
Irish, classifications which we recognise and would apply in everyday life. Ethnicity, 
race and racism are also, of course, explored metaphorically in Potter: through 
Voldemort’s desire to eliminate those witches and wizards not of ‘pure’ magical 
ancestry and through characters descended from non-human magical species. However, 
although there are characters of racially and ethnically diverse backgrounds in Potter, 
there are no well-developed ones, and their inclusion has been criticised as tokenistic in 
a context that is dominated by white privilege.481 Certainly, the major characters are all 
white, and characters of colour are limited to minor roles, signalled as non-white only 
by physical descriptors and names. 

Certain Potter fanfiction thus critically intervenes in the ‘whiteness’ of the 
source text by, for example, fleshing out characters of colour or by exploring the racist 
implications of ‘purity’ or ‘blood’ in the series’ magical culture. For example, in 
Zahra’s Better Living Through Learning collection, each short segment offers insight 
into a peripheral character in Potter. The segment focussed on Dean Thomas is less than 
500 words long, consisting of his meditations on football and Quidditch, through which 
he tries to understand the divisions between the magical and non-magical world.482 
Dean, like Hermione, is a Muggleborn: he is also one of the few characters of colour 
identifiable in the Harry Potter novels, and is played by a black actor in the films. Better 
Living Through Learning looks at the intersections of Dean’s ethnic, racial and 
magical/Muggle identity using the institution of organised sports. Like much of the 
fanfiction analysed in this thesis, Better Living Through Learning does not address 
ideological issues explicitly – it does not describe race or racism – but rather, makes 
visible the gaps in the source text, especially the silencing of ethnic diversity and 
characters of colour. 

Dean, in this fanfic, is not simply described as ‘black’, but has a well-developed 
racial and ethnic identity. For example, as he muses about the differences between 
Quidditch and football, he imagines trying to explain Quidditch to his Uncle Otis, a 
passionate fan of the West Ham football team: 
  

Uncle Otis who’s been eating the same ritualistic meal of beans and rice 
and curried goat before he steps foot out the door to go to the match since time 

                                                
481 See Lyubansky. 
482 Zahra, “Better Living Through Learning: Dean Thomas,” dysfunctional; fanfiction by 
Zahra, n.p., accessed November 2011, 
<http://www.obsessedmuch.net/dysfunctional/dean.html/>. 
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began. Dean's uncle won't even go to the pub to even watch the match without 
his prerequisite jerked chicke[n]. Jamaican food and footie are synonymous in 
Dean's mind. …   

Just because Quidditch is magical doesn’t make it better, and just 
because football is for Muggles doesn’t make it wrong.    

Dean doesn’t care what Malfoy says. He doesn’t care that he’s Muggle-
born or that his poster doesn’t move no matter how many charms Ron tries to 
throw at it. He’s proud that his Uncle Otis came from Savanna-La-Mar to try out 
for the West Ham reserves, and he’s even prouder that he is who he is. Dean 
draws and he likes Quidditch, but that doesn’t mean he can’t like other stuff as 
well.483 
 

The intersection of identity construction in terms of both real world and magical 
race/ethnicity and institutions are highlighted in this short fanfic, which addresses the 
omission of non-magical and non-white culture in the Harry Potter novels, and in doing 
so, can clearly be seen to function as a critical intervention. 

Limitations of this Study and Suggestions for Further 
Study 

This study was limited by both the size and scope expected of a doctoral thesis; 
only five fanfics were explored in detail, from one genre and from one fandom (and 
even these readings are not exhaustive). While I have demonstrated that fanfiction 
functions as an alternative critical modality using these five Potter fanfics, my larger 
argument that fanfiction in general can function as an alternative critical modality is an 
informed extrapolation from the evidence provided. These limitations thus leave a great 
deal of room for further applications of the methodology I have outlined, not only in 
Potter fandom (as I have demonstrated through my analysis of Better Living Through 
Learning above) but also in other literary fandoms (where, for example, exploring 
fanfiction based on texts from different historical periods might provide a rich site for 
analysis), in media fandom (fandom based on television and film), and even ‘real person 
fandom’.  

Real person fanfiction (rpf) is fanfiction written not about an existing textual 
world but about real, usually famous, people, such as actors, musicians, athletes and 
even politicians. Applying my methodology to rpf suggests a number of interesting 
lines of inquiry regarding the ideological implications of reimagining real life 
‘characters’ in relation to real world ideologies rather than ideologies within a source 
text. What, for example, does real person slash fanfiction suggest about famous, and 
presumably straight, male sports stars when it reimagines them in same-sex 
relationships, especially given the culture of many sports which encourage homophobic 

                                                
483 Better Living Through Learning: Dean Thomas. 
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behaviour? While real person fandom has been a topic of scholarly interest (football 
fandom and music fandom fall under this category and have attracted a great deal of 
scholarship), real person fanfiction has not. Such fanfiction is also often treated with 
distaste and suspicion within the broader fan community and, more than literary and 
media fandoms, invokes stereotypes of the pathological fan. Nevertheless, 
understanding fanfiction as a critical modality has the potential to challenge the 
negative stereotypes surrounding rpf, by suggesting how such fanfiction may in fact 
stage some significant critical interventions. 

A second important limitation in this thesis is my focus on fanfiction which 
challenges dominant ideologies and offers what Sinfield refers to as ‘adventurous’ or 
progressive reimaginings of the source text.484 This was largely informed by my own 
political leanings, as well as the scholarly work on Potter, which frequently addresses 
itself to what are considered to be ideologically conservative representations of gender, 
sexuality and the family. However, criticism of Potter has also suggested how the 
source text might be understood as progressive; further, while the criticism of its 
ideological conservatism with regard to gender and sexuality is valid, the depictions in 
the source text could be argued to reflect contemporary Western society, even if in some 
areas (such as the family) at its most conservative. These observations have inspired 
Potter fanfiction which, instead of challenging the ideology of the books from a 
progressive position, does so rather from a conservative position. As both very 
conservative and very progressive people are often unhappy with the dominant 
ideology, the capacity of fanfiction to operate as a critical modality with a conservative 
bias is hardly surprising. 

Conservative reimaginations of Potter take a number of general forms, although 
they are not limited to these forms and nor are these forms necessarily limited by 
ideology. An example of a Potter fanfiction genre which tends towards conservatism is 
‘harem’ fanfiction, in which one person (almost always a man, and in Potter almost 
guaranteed to be Harry himself) collects a number of lovers/partners/wives, through 
arranged marriages, his personal power, his attractiveness or a combination of all of 
these. Harem fanfics are almost exclusively het,485 and often feature a large number of 
female harem members, usually made up of Harry’s female Hogwarts peers from all 
four houses, as well as potentially attractive women and girls from outside Hogwarts 
such as Fleur Delacour and Tonks. While this trope could be written in such a way as to 
function as a progressive critique of dominant ideologies of gender and sexuality in the 
source text, one of the key elements of the genre is the happy acceptance of all of the 
female harem members of their role, regardless of how they became members (through, 
for example, forced contractual marriage, or inherited slavery). This is complemented 

                                                
484 Alan Sinfield, Cultural Politics – Queer Readings, (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 3-
4. 
485 Focussed on heterosexual romantic and sexual relationships. 
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by their subordination to Harry, often formalised by a magically binding vow of 
obedience members must take to become part of the harem. Such fanfiction arguably 
draws attention to the existing level of female empowerment in Potter and offers 
alternatives to it, thus qualifying as critical of a perceived progressive ideological 
orientation of the source text. Exploring such ideologically conservative reimaginations 
of Potter – which might also include genres such as religiously influenced anti-magic 
fanfiction or fanfiction in which Harry joins Voldemort or becomes a Dark Lord 
himself – is another area of further study opened up by this thesis. 

Additional Contributions to Knowledge 
Beyond the contribution to knowledge made by the demonstration of my 

primary hypothesis – that fanfiction functions as an alternative critical modality – I have 
added to existing work and covered new ground in several areas that are secondary to 
my central argument. While the primary purpose of my analysis of Severitus fanfiction 
and its relationship to the source text was to support my central hypothesis, this analysis 
also served to expand existing scholarly criticism on Potter while also opening up new 
areas of interest. In particular, my theoretical work on the body in chapter six and the 
subsequent analysis of the body in Severitus fanfiction in chapters seven and eight 
covers ground that has not been addressed in the scholarly literature on Potter. That it 
was Severitus fanfiction, rather than existing scholarly work, that drew my attention to 
the body and its representation in the Potter source text is a strong endorsement of my 
contention that fanfiction functions as an alternative critical modality.  

My analysis of masculinities and patriarchy in Potter, on the other hand, builds 
on existing work about gender and sexuality in Potter but with a sustained focus on 
masculinities, an area which is often not explored in depth in discussions of gender in 
Potter. This work on masculinities and sexuality also adds depth to an area of fan 
studies which is saturated with work concerned with male sexuality within the confines 
of slash fanfiction. I hope that my critical approach to male heterosexuality in fanfiction 
(such as my argument regarding alternative dominant masculinities), suggests fruitful 
avenues for exploration of male sexuality outside the slash matrix. 

A further key implication of this thesis relates to the position of fanfiction in 
legal discourses of fair use and copyright infringement. As I am not a legal scholar, my 
intention here is not to mount a legal argument; rather, I wish to outline briefly the 
existing status of fanfiction and some of the most relevant legal decisions and 
definitions as described by Rebecca Tushnet, a legal scholar whose work on fanfiction’s 
legal status is both accessible and highly regarded. While fanfiction itself has not yet 
faced a concerted legal challenge which might inspire a clarification of its position 
within copyright legislation, similar cases have been prosecuted, such as, for example, 
the case made by the owners of the copyright of Gone With the Wind against the 
publishers of Alice Randall’s The Wind Done Gone, which reimagined the events of 
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Gone With the Wind from the point of view of the mixed race daughter of a black slave 
and a white master.486 Randall’s book was found to be a case of fair use, rather than 
copyright infringement, primarily because it criticised the racism of the original and in 
doing so was deemed ‘transformative’.487 

Defining a work that potentially infringes on copyright as ‘transformative’ is 
one of the key defences to argue for fair use. Whether fanfiction fits under the legal 
definition of transformative is therefore important.488 Tushnet defines transformative 
uses as those that 

 
add new insights or meaning to the original work, often in ways that copyright 
owners don’t like. Like a book review that quotes a work in order to criticize it, 
a retelling of a story that offers the villain’s point of view sympathetically or 
adds explicit sexual content can be a transformative fair use.489 

 
Fanfiction as an alternative critical modality sits squarely within this definition of a 
transformative work, offering, as I argue in the body of this thesis, ‘new insights or 
meaning to the original work.’ Legal rulings on transformative use thus provide support 
for ‘derivative’ texts which comment on the underlying work – ‘bring[ing] out in the 
open what was present in the subtext or context.’490 This understanding acknowledges, 
just like Eco’s theory of aberrant readings, that interpretations of the meaning of a text 
are outside an author’s control.491 However, this understanding of the transmission of 
meaning is not made explicit in the law, potentially allowing for rulings against 
fanfiction and other transformative works based on how the author of the original work 

                                                
486 Rebecca Tushnet, “Copyright Law, Fan Practices, and the Rights of the Author,” in 
Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, Eds. Jonathan Gray, Cornel 
Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington, (New York: New York University Press, 2007), p. 61. 
See also Megan Richardson and David Tan, “The Art of Re-telling: Harry Potter and 
Copyright in a Fan-literature Era,” University of Melbourne Legal Studies Research 
Paper 379, MALR 14.1 (2009), for another example of copyright infringement with 
potential relevance to the legal status of fanfiction. 
487 Tushnet, p. 61. 
488 Groups like the Organization for Transformative Works, a non-profit organisation 
run by fans and scholars, work towards the ‘rebranding’ of fanfiction as transformative. 
489 Tushnet, p. 61. 
490 Tushnet, p. 62. 
491 Peter Hunt, Understanding Children's Literature, (London; New York: Routledge, 
2005), p. 43. For similar ideas see Stuart Hall’s concept of dominant (preferred), 
negotiated and globally contrary positions, Stuart Hall, “Encoding/decoding,” Culture, 
Media, Language: Working Papers in Cultural Studies, 1972-79, Eds. Stuart Hall, 
Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe and Paul Willis, (London: Routledge, 1980) and 
Stanley Fish’s ‘interpretive communities,’ which are ‘made up of those who share 
interpretive strategies’ for constituting the properties of texts. Stanley Fish, 
“Interpreting the Variorum,” Contemporary Literary Criticism: Literary and Cultural 
Studies, 4th ed, Eds. Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer, (New York: Longman, 
1998), p. 195.  
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intended the work to be read and understood.492 Fans, on the other hand, she argues, 
understand that ‘meaning cannot be imposed by authors or owners but rather is 
negotiated among texts, authors, and audiences.’493 My argument that fanfiction 
functions as an alternative critical modality also aligns with this contention, with each 
different reading of each fanfic (which in itself constitutes a reading of the source text) 
negotiating new meanings, new interpretations of and new insights into the source 
text.494 Successfully positing fanfiction as an alternative critical modality adds to the 
accumulation of work in fan studies dedicated to removing the popular stigma 
associated with fan practices and in confirming fanfiction’s status as transformative.  

Final Thoughts: What Fanfiction and Literary Criticism 
have to Offer Each Other 

While I have not argued that fanfiction is literary criticism, fanfiction and 
academic literary criticism nevertheless share key attributes such as expertise on the 
chosen (source) texts, and an analytical approach to these texts that can shed new light 
on their meanings. In particular, fanfiction and academic literary criticism are similarly 
intertextual, each demonstrating a focussed intertextual relationship with a source text, 
while also emerging in relation to a constellation of similar critical texts which inform 
them and which they in turn inform. For academic literary criticism this constellation is 
the other scholarly work in the author’s own and related fields. For fanfiction, it is the 
fantext, that body of fiction and criticism, produced by fans which I have identified and 
defined in the introduction. Examples of the intertextual relationships within the fantext 
include multiple rewritings of existing plots or tropes in new ways, drawing on 
characterisation or interpretation from other fanfiction and fan criticism, and challenges, 
such as the one which inspired Severitus fanfiction.  

Nevertheless, key differences between fanfiction and academic literary criticism 
remain. Unlike academic criticism, the reconsideration of the source text encouraged by 
fanfiction is rarely explicit, and the fanfiction reader might not be able to reproduce and 
reapply the insights explored through fanfiction in the same way as a reader of literary 
criticism, which cites its influences and its sources and explicates its arguments with 
clarity. This is a consequence of fanfiction’s fictional form, which is rarely explicit 
about its analytical purpose, if there is any, and is published online with very few or no 
gatekeepers to regulate ‘quality’. This contrasts with traditional academic criticism’s 

                                                
492 Tushnet, p. 62. 
493 Tushnet, p. 62. 
494 This understanding of fair use is largely relevant to the US legal context, where an 
author’s moral rights are not considered. Tushnet explains that ‘[m]y focus has been on 
U.S. law even though media fandom is a global phenomenon because U.S. law is 
unusually open-ended, whereas many other countries have limited exceptions to 
copyright for which fan creations are less likely to qualify, and also because U.S. 
copyright owners, like many other U.S. entities, are relatively swift to threaten lawsuits 
when they perceive an interference with their rights.’ Tushnet, p. 70. 
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explicit analytical purpose, academic style and circulation through publication in 
academic journals and books that have powerful gatekeepers. While this keeps the 
standards of writing and analysis higher that fanfiction on average, the institutions that 
have been built around such systems (for example, academic journals with expensive 
subscriptions that use extremely specialised language) limit access to the work of 
literary critics and the tools of literary criticism for ‘ordinary’ or untrained people. 

This is true not only of people outside academia, as my own experience 
indicates. In 2009 I visited the United Kingdom for a conference and spent some time in 
Cambridge, also visiting the Cambridge library – not the famous university library, but 
the local public library. I had, earlier that day, been to Cambridge University Library. I 
had wanted to enter, to browse the collection, but realised on arrival that the library was 
closed to the public. This surprised me – all of the university libraries I had visited in 
Australia were open to the public and to students of other universities, even if they did 
not have borrowing rights. But, I had already experienced a taste of this cultural 
difference in Glasgow, where I had been attending a conference. Attempting to visit the 
Glasgow University Library to see if I could find any useful texts for my thesis, I had 
found that the entrance was blocked with card-entry gates, watched over by a security 
guard. I asked the guard about the entry requirements and was told that only students 
and staff had access, although as a visitor of the university I would be able to apply for a 
temporary visitor’s pass for the two days of the conference. I didn’t bother. 

My experiences in Glasgow and in Cambridge make further sense of my 
argument about fanfiction. Fanfiction, available to anyone with an internet connection, 
and completely free (to both read and write), is more like the Cambridge City public 
library where I spent a pleasant two hours browsing the literature section and the 
cookbooks. Although the organisation and quantity of the knowledge I encountered 
there may not equal the quantity and depth of material available in an academic context, 
it was at least accessible. The university libraries at Glasgow and Cambridge, with their 
formalised knowledge of literature rendered largely inaccessible to outsiders, are an 
analogue of academic literary criticism, which is made inaccessible not only through the 
selective membership policies of university libraries, but through journals with limited 
access and a self-referential and complex language which is difficult for an outsider to 
interpret. Fanfiction is able to bridge this gap in some ways, by encouraging its readers 
to reconsider a source text in a fashion different from literary criticism, but arguably as 
powerful.  

Despite these seemingly unnegotiable differences between fanfiction as an 
alternative critical modality and literary criticism, there is nevertheless some evidence 
to suggest that the two modalities are undergoing a convergence of sorts. For example, 
the level of accessibility that fanfiction has is now becoming more common in academic 
literary criticism in the form of open source journals. Similarly, fans, encouraged by the 
increasing critical attention paid to their work, are becoming more active in promoting 
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its literary and critical qualities.495 Further, fanfiction also suggests ways in which 
academic literary criticism can move outside objectivist understandings of academic 
knowledge, while criticism offers those with access to it new insights into source texts 
which then inspire the writing and reading of fanfiction. Ultimately, while fanfiction is 
not literary criticism, as an alternative critical modality it is a valuable critical tool 
which offers new insights into popular texts and has potential for a great deal more. 

 
 

                                                
495 See, for example, tycho garen, “Fan Fiction is Literary Criticism,” tychoish, 6 July 
2010, accessed October 2011, <http://tychoish.com/rhizome/fan-fiction-is-criticism/> 
and The Literary Omnivore, “Fanfiction is Literary Criticism.” The Literary Omnivore. 
Wordpress, 30 January 2011, accessed October 2011. 
<http://theliteraryomnivore.wordpress.com/2011/01/30/the-sunday-salon-fanfiction-is-
literary-criticism/>. 
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