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                A Wizard’s Moral Universe: The didactic function of Harry Potter
   From the moment of its origination as a genre in its own right,
   children’s literature has been considered by adults a means of
   education as well as entertainment. One of the earliest instances of
   Dutch children’s literature, Hiëronymus van Alphen’s Kleine Gedigten
   voor Kinderen (short poems for children, 1778), consisted of poetry
   which was no less than a moral instruction, telling children what to
   do (honour God and their parents) and what not to do.
   Although moral lessons are, on the whole, not made as explicit as in
   Van Alphen’s poetry in contemporary children’s literature, it
   nevertheless manages to discuss moral issues, and often finds itself
   the focus of a debate on literature and ethical values. Invariably,
   the topic of the debate is then whether a particular book is morally
   sound, and therefore suitable, or unsound, and therefore unsuitable,
   for children.
   Over the past few years, the Harry Potter books have been the topic of
   a heated debate on literature and ethics. Especially Christian
   fundamentalist critics of the series have accused the books, and its
   main character in particular, of not setting a proper example.
   Elements of the novels that they find fault with are the alleged
   encouragement of meddling with the occult and Harry’s getting away
   with rudeness towards his godparents and breaking of school-rules. In
   the eyes of these critics, parents should steer clear from Harry
   Potter and encourage their children to read the Narnia novels or The
   Hobbit instead. Unlike the morally corrupting influence of Harry
   Potter, Narnia and The Hobbit are supposed to set a proper example to
   innocent children.
   Having the condemnation of the Harry Potter novels as its starting
   point, this paper will put the fierce debate surrounding the books in
   a wider context. Issues that will be discussed are the didactic role
   of literature, the relationship between truth and fiction and the
   different moral frameworks of Hogwarts and Narnia.
   In order to fit into the 30-minute time-slot, I will aim at a
   presentation of 20 minutes, which will allow 10 minutes for further
   discussion.
   Dirk Visser
   Vier Heemskinderenstraat 55
   1055 LN Amsterdam
   the Netherlands
   tel: 00 31 20 686 9141
   e-mail: [email protected]
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