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To Christie O’Roark who brought magic into my life






Preface

Combining economics and Harry Potter may sound like a fool’s errand. Merging one of the most beloved series of books with one of the most reviled subjects in academics is indeed a huge undertaking. But I am an economics teacher, and part of my job is to show how economics impacts the world in ways my students can understand. This means making economics relatable to high school and college students takes you places you didn’t expect. If you consider the enormous impact the Harry Potter books, Broadway musical, theme park, and soon to be HBO series continue to have, it is certain that students past, present and future are (or will be) familiar with the tales of Harry and his friends.

My training has led me to look for economics around every corner and under every rock, even venturing into the Forbidden Forest. Pop culture, be it music, books, movies, television shows, or the panoply of social media outlets, provide ripe content. More germane to the book you have in front of you, the medium of storytelling is bound by the laws of economics. Harry Potter, the Hunger Games, the Divergent series, Clockwork Orange, Jane Austen novels, Shakespeare, even the Berenstain Bears and Dr. Seuss just to name a few familiar stories have been viewed through the economists’ reading glasses. What we find is that beloved tales are replete with economics. Whether the author intended it or not, a story without economics to tether it to reality is no story at all. It is my experience that all good stories have strong characters, a solid plot, clever writing, and underneath it all, a surprising amount of economics.

In large part due to the extensive story and elaborate world building of J.K. Rowling, we are able to experience so much economics in the tale of the boy who lived. We observe basic economics necessary to carry on day-to-day interaction with others. We also see that dangerous creatures are more trouble than they first appear. We can even rely on economic analysis to understand why Harry emerges victorious. But most curiously, the stories could act as a primer on what not to do if you were to start your own economy. The long chapters in the middle of this book deal with these questions and offer some suggestions to whoever happens to be the Minister of Magic these days. Among these concerns are why does the wizard economy seem stuck in the seventeenth century, what’s wrong with their banking system, and what are the ramifications of the rampant discrimination we observe. In short, why are witches and wizards content on living in a world that is keeping them down, at least economically.

Understanding what relegates an economy to the doldrums is more relevant today than ever. Economists thought that we had everyone on the same page. Economic growth and improvements in standard of living result from liberalization of markets. By defending individuals’ property rights, including intellectual property rights, governments set the stage for economic advancement. Establishing a set of rules by which the economic game is to be played empowers people to bring new ideas and products to the masses. Without these foundations, our economies flounder. We do not get the medical innovations, the technical advancements, or the fantastic stories that make our lives better.



Recently, cracks in the economic foundation upon which we have built the great success of the past two-hundred years have begun to emerge. Like the witches and wizards running the world into which Harry is thrust, Muggle leaders seem to have missed their economics lessons. Growing an economy relies on sound institutions both political and economic. Countries that look inward, ignoring the advantages that come through free trade, do not prosper. Treating groups of people as second class ignores the potential contributions they can make to the economic well-being of all. We see these things take place in the wizarding world and snigger: those magical folk should know better. But we ignore the parallels in the Muggle world at our peril.

Economics is a weighty subject but couching it in the wizarding world should take some of that weight off. I have tried to keep the text light, although that’s hard to do when you’re talking about dementors and failing economies. The number of economic sources is kept to a minimum, but in some places, it helps to know where economic ideas have come from. I reference all scenarios in the Harry Potter story by book and chapter without page numbers. Not everyone has the same copy of the book, so page numbers will not always match up.

I hope you enjoy learning about the magical world in a different way. I bet if you ask her, J.K. Rowling did not have any of what you are about to read in mind at any point in the writing of Harry Potter. But that’s the magic of economics. You don’t have to have a master’s degree or a Ph.D. in the subject to know you can’t give your characters everything they need. If magic is all powerful, who needs money, or a job, or school? If you can get whatever you want by swishing and flicking your wand then characters get boring very quickly, and no one will want to read about a castle full of kids learning to do magic tricks. Magic has limits. And that means the magical world can be viewed through an economic lens.






Year 1 The Specter of Scarcity


[image: Harry Potter in casual clothes practices magic with a wand, moving cups on a table as smoke rises, focused and slightly smiling indoors.]
It was an otherwise unremarkable day. The only positive as far as Harry could tell was that the family would be going out. Sure, he would have to endure the cat enthused neighbor, Mrs. Figg, but he would be free of the nagging, the criticisms, the disdain they constantly directed at him. At least it would be a break from the routine.

This all changed when the phone rang, and Mrs. Figg was no longer available. Harry would be packed into the car for a trip to the zoo with his cousin Dudley, Dudley’s friend Polkiss, and the rest of the Dursleys.1 Perhaps the day would be remarkable after all.

For us Muggles, this day trip begins our immersion in the world of magic. Of course, if you have read Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone you know that the excursion to the zoo involves Harry talking to a python, and setting it lose by making the glass of its enclosure vanish. In the movie version, Dudley becomes trapped in the snake’s display, much to Harry’s delight. This is our first introduction to the unexpected powers of the boy who lived. Strange things are afoot when the Potter boy comes around, but at this point we’re not exactly sure why.

The fiasco in the reptile house lets us know that Harry Potter is more than what he seems. As we read on, we are exposed to a world happening just beyond the periphery, where magic exists, literally. But before any of the exotic, mystical, or diabolical encounters we associate with Harry occur, a ground rule is set, something of monumental importance that at once demarcates the magical from the Muggle, but also intricately connects them. Of course, putting this on the cover of a book would evoke the dread most commonly felt in the presence of a de-mentor. To mention this at the outset of Harry’s story would likely scare off too many potential readers. And so, it is introduced subtly, so subtly that you can be forgiven if you missed it. This creature lurks throughout the pages of Harry Potter from beginning to end. It motivates all the characters of the story to some degree and most in the Muggle world who dream of discovering latent magical abilities are driven by this potent force, yet it is something that no amount of magic can counteract.

In Harry’s unexpected outing, we first come to understand that magic is everywhere; Muggles just can’t see it. But there is an equally ubiquitous force at work from the outset, a demon that accosts magical and Muggle alike. There is no spell or incantation in the magical world that can contain it, and no authority in the Muggle world can overcome it. It is at this intersection of magic and economics that we encounter… the Specter of Scarcity.


All Hail Vernon Dursley

The economics of Harry Potter first appears as a result of this trip to the zoo. Yes, there is a mention of Uncle Vernon buying Harry ice cream, and we can assume that there was an entry fee to see the animals, but those things are not in and of themselves relevant to Harry using his abilities, nor do they matter in the long run. The trip to the zoo is a mundane day trip gone awry. The action, the economic action, takes place once the Dursleys and Harry return home.

Once back at number 4 Privet Drive, in a characteristic fit of pique, Vernon corners Harry and demands to know what happened. Harry clearly has no idea. The Dursleys have kept Harry’s parentage, and his true nature so suppressed, that even in his wildest imagination, Harry wouldn’t have landed upon the truth. He is as flummoxed as Vernon, Petunia, or Dudley on this one, and blurts out the first thing that comes to his mind. “It was like magic!”2

Clearly this was the wrong thing to say, as Uncle Vernon erupts, grabs Harry and throws him into his room, such that it is. The cinematic portrayal of this could have been designed by Adam Smith himself.3 Vernon presses his lips to the slat on the door and growls “There’s no such thing as magic!” The finality of the slam of the vent which leaves Harry in utter darkness is like an exclamation mark on the end of a papal decree. “So let it be written, so let it be done!”4

And there we have it.

You may be wondering whether you missed something. What is “it”? Perhaps we need to review a little. Harry was dropped off on the doorstep of his aunt and uncle’s home eleven years prior with a note informing them of the situation. Since then, Uncle Vernon and Aunt Petunia have been extremely diligent in insisting that magic is utter rubbish. They want nothing to do with it whether out of fear or jealousy. The idea of magic has been banned from the list of acceptable topics at number 4 Privet Drive. Uttering the word “magic,” even innocently as a way to describe something that can’t be explained, is a sure-fire way to set off Uncle Vernon and ratchet up the tension in the house to eleven.5 In the eyes of the Dursleys, magic, real or imaginary, must be stomped out of their lives.

From an economic perspective, we also abandon the possibility of magic. You may be thinking that we’re on two different planes here. Harry Potter is a work of fiction. As much fun as it is to read and to consider what we would do with powers like Harry’s, because magic is clearly make believe, there is no point in considering it in a subject as awfully severe as economics. If you think this, you are overlooking something that gets us back to the exclamation of Uncle Vernon. Yes, there is no such thing as magic; but this reality has ramifications that exceed the base trepidation of the Dursleys, and even J.K. Rowling’s imagination. With this statement, Vernon Dursley has established for us the reason why we need economics. In his world, there is such a thing as magic. He just chooses to ignore it, at least until a flock of owls descends upon his house, and then he tries to run away from it.

In our world, the lack of magic results in a more palpable reality. Because Muggles don’t have magic, we don’t possess the ability to summon things, or to disappear and reappear somewhere else, or to control the minds of others, our approach to satisfying our wants and needs must be different from those in the magical community. From an economic perspective, however, both Muggles and those in the magical world have to rely on the limited resources at their disposal and hopefully be smart enough or creative enough to use those resources in such a way as to satisfy themselves to the greatest extent possible.

Economists have a word for this conundrum: scarcity. Scarcity is a condition we all face. It means that we are forced to decide how best to use our limited resources to fulfill our unlimited wants because, even if everything on Earth were free, that is the price of everything were equal to zero, there wouldn’t be enough to go around. Because of scarcity, we run out of things. It isn’t that paying is a problem. Payment doesn’t matter because we are assuming everything is free. The issue is that because everything is free you can’t have as much of anything as you would like because someone else might get it first.

Imagine that Taylor Swift decides she has enough money and will henceforth give away tickets to all her concerts. Because of her loathing for Ticketmaster, she is going to bypass the online ticket broker all together. Tickets will be given on a first come, first served basis. To get one, just stand in line. As a huge Swiftie, you are eager to snag one of these tickets, but you quickly realize the problem with this method of ticket distribution. First, you aren’t the only person who wants the tickets. Second, because so many people want to see the show without paying, the line is going to be long. Third, there are only so many shows that Tay-Tay can put on. T-Swift’s voice needs a break now and then. In short, even with free tickets, there is only so much of T-Swizzle to go around. She is scarce.

If you want to understand economics, the first thing you have to do is come to terms with the fact that we live in a world of scarcity. It isn’t just that Taylor Swift tickets aren’t available to everyone in the quantities they would like. This applies to everything. By the time the fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh, Harry Potter books were being released, there were lines of kids (and adults) dressed up (I mean the kids, but in some places the adults too) like their favorite characters, waiting in lines that literally stretched for city blocks to get their copies even though they had to pay for a book. Without a price tag, every small book shop and every Barnes and Noble bookstore would have been overrun with rabid Harry Potter fans. Precisely because we live in a world without magic, we have to deal with scarcity. And as we will see, even if magic were real, scarcity is still the bogeyman that Voldemort wishes he could be.

So, let’s give it up for Vernon Dursley. He is an utterly objectionable character. Someone we would clearly not want as a relation. His brutish behavior is reminiscent of a character from a Roald Dahl story — a spiteful, mean, bully with no regard for what his demeaning comments and neglect mean for young Harry, and frankly too stupid to really grasp what is going on around him. Yet despite all of this, he does understand one thing: you can’t create something out of nothing. Magic does not exist. More importantly, you can’t get what you want through the mystical arts. Economists have used this reality to justify their own existence. Because of scarcity, you need economists to help you figure out how to deal with it. You go to work, you earn money, you use that money to buy what you can, but no matter how much you want a beach house, or a new Bentley, a Burberry scarf, or more time to spend reading the Harry Potter series again, you just can’t do it all because resources are limited. Put more wonkishly, we have unlimited wants, but we have limited resources to fulfill those wants.



But I Have Magic, So Scarcity Doesn’t Apply to Me

While Uncle Vernon might understand scarcity in the Muggle world, clearly, he is off the mark for the rest of the story. As we know from reading beyond chapter two of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, magic does exist. And because magic exists, perhaps scarcity can be overcome. When you have a wand in your pocket and a spell book in your pack you can make scarcity disappear faster than Neville Longbottom forgetting the password to the Gryffindor common room. Yes, it isn’t easy, but with the right incantation, and enough determination, you too can banish scarcity.

Well, that sounds nice, but clearly it doesn’t work this way. Scarcity continues to lurk about even in the magical world. But how? And why? Dumbledore gives a clap, and food appears on the tables during the great feasts. Harry summons a broom for the second challenge of the Tri-Wizard tournament. Hermione conjures protective charms while she, Ron, and Harry are on the run from Voldemort. Magic provides you with the ability to do many things, which helps you address the problems of scarcity so much better than Muggles can. It would be easy for us to say that if we just had magic in the world, scarcity would disappear. But that would be missing some very important underlying realities in the world of magic, and in the craft of storytelling.

Let’s deal with the obvious problem a lack of scarcity brings for someone like J.K. Rowling. In telling a story, you need compelling characters, protagonists, and antagonists. Clearly, Rowling has hit the target on this. You also need a hook for the readers. Why should they spend their scarce time reading (and in many cases re-reading) the tale of what is really a story about good and evil, and for which even before you know much about the characters, you have a pretty good idea about how it will end? In this case, the hook is magic. Yet this is not a novel concept. At the outset, we can almost understand why Rowling had so much trouble selling this idea. Imagine the pitch: “I propose a story about a boy who bests an evil villain using magic”. The reaction from editors is predictable. “I’ve heard this one a thousand times before.”

Rowling takes one of the most basic plotlines, good versus evil, and reproduces it in a fantastical way. While the hero faces down one of the most heinous villains of all time, with a power that occasionally seems a little over the top, she is incredibly careful to keep in mind that some evils cannot be bested. Because she doesn’t allow magic to solve all of Harry’s problems, she keeps the magic world from becoming an all-powerful legion of Greek god-like avatars, who we would roundly come to hate. Instead, we have a troupe of adolescents facing down two of the most unfortunate realities of life. First, some people are bad and don’t want the best for you. Second, even with your powers, you still have to deal with scarcity. You can’t have everything you want. Some things you have to work for.

Let’s explore this idea in a bit more depth. The place to start is a curious exchange between Ron and Hermione at one of the low points in The Deathly Hallows. The two have been bickering for a while in large part due to the paucity of regular meals. Ron, who is used to three squares a day not only at Hogwarts, but as a result of his mother’s fine cooking, is in a fit of hangry despair. He cruelly criticizes Hermione’s culinary failures, and she understandably explodes. Regurgitating the particulars of a somewhat esoteric theory of magic, she exasperatedly intones that some things just can’t be done with magic, and that Ron should know this because, well, she thinks everyone should know this.

As any Muggle has been taught, there are laws that govern the universe without which life as we understand it could not exist. Sir Isaac Newton is responsible for a lot of these. One of the more basics is the law of gravity. Put simply, what goes up, must come down. Newton also gives us his laws of motion. First, a body at rest tends to stay at rest unless acted upon by an outside force. Think about it this way: You will stay seated on your couch re-watching Amazing Beasts and Where to Find Them until your stomach tells you it’s time for a snack. Newton’s second law is basically the equation force equals mass times acceleration. If given the choice, most people would much rather be hit by Colin Creevey being shot out of a cannon than Hagrid. Assuming both the diminutive Creevey and the hefty Hagrid were propelled at the same speed, and acceleration, the force Creevey could generate would be far less because he’s a pipsqueak and Hagrid is a half-giant.

Newton’s third law tells us for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. This would seem to explain what put Voldemort in his precarious state of life. His attempt to kill Harry resulted in a curse that rebounded on him.

Of course, there are other rules and laws binding chemistry and physics: Archimedes’ Principle, Ohm’s Law, Pascal’s Law, Bernoulli’s Principle, the Tyndall effect to name a few, and I assure you, these are all very interesting and important. Your life would be far less livable without them, but for your sense of well-being it is probably better that we don’t get into the particulars here. The point is, in the Muggle world, and I think it is safe to assume that the magical world as well, we are limited by the laws of nature. To this end, I refer you to the initial flying lessons for Hogwart’s first year students. Neville Longbottom ends up flat on the ground after falling off a broom. Even on the hallowed, magical grounds of Hogwart’s School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, it seems that gravity is at least one of the great equalizers.

So, what Hermione was trying to tell Ron is that there are some other rules that constrain wizards and if he’d just paid attention in class, he would know that having a wand does not make you all powerful. She could have just as easily said, “Ron, you bozo, don’t you know anything? There is no spell that allows you to overcome scarcity!” Of course, Newton isn’t studied at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, so in lieu of Sir Isaac, I give you Gamp (first name unknown), and the elemental laws of transfiguration.



Newtonian Physics in the Magical World

There is no clear indication of who Gamp is in the Harry Potter universe. What we know comes only from Hermione’s mention in The Deathly Hallows.6 Clearly though, Gamp was a magical theoretician, who first identified some rules of the game. When it comes to transfiguring things, the process by which witches and wizards alter the form or appearance of an object, Gamp was an expert. According to Rowling, transfiguration involves changing the molecular structure of the thing being transformed.7 As such, transfiguration, along with potions, is considered to be a more “scientific” branch of magic.8 If you don’t get it exactly right, you might end up blowing your eyebrows off, or worse. If Potions is like a chemistry class, Transfiguration is more like a combination of molecular biology and quantum physics. Due to the more scientific nature of that discipline therefore, there are limitations to what can and cannot be accomplished. In the lore of Harry Potter, it was Gamp who realized what those specific limitations were.

Precision in transfiguration is vitally important. The theory of transfiguration has been broken down into a formula, and as with anything, if there is a mathematical formula, you know it is more complicated than other disciplines. The formula identifies how difficult a transfiguration will be (t) as a function of the combination of five variables. These components are the power of one’s wand (w), how much you are concentrating (c), the viciousness of the item being transfigured, which refers to how active an item is (v), and the mass of the object being transfigured (a). The final variable, Z, is called the unknown. An unknown variable isn’t all that unusual in a theoretical formula. In fact, in a branch of economics referred to as econometrics, and the statistical underpinnings of it, there is always something you leave out of the equation when you try to explain what influences an outcome. This isn’t strict negligence or laziness. Explaining why things happen is complicated and nuanced. Thus, we’re left with what analysts call omitted variable bias. Omitted variable bias is the realization that in a regression equation, which is a mathematical representation in which we try to explain whether certain “control” variables can affect a “dependent” variable, we simply can’t include all the reasons the “dependent” variable might change. Hmmm, that last sentence seems unnecessarily obtuse. Think about it this way: when economists try to explain why economies grow, we use a tool called a regression. We pick some possible reasons that could cause an economy to expand and collect data to test our hypothesis. We then tell the computer to analyze this data and see if there is a relationship between what we are trying to explain and the things we think are responsible. Sometimes the computer tells us we’re on the right track, other times the computer tells us to go pound sand. For a variety of complicated reasons, most outcomes are the result of a huge number of factors, and we can’t possibly include them all in a regression (for other complicated reasons), there will always be a something we leave out of the regression analysis. That is the omitted variable bias.

So, in the theory of transfiguration, there are also omitted variables. That is Z. The formula is shown below9:
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This basically tells us that, like economists, folks involved in the study of transfiguration want to sound really important. We have a formula, and a theory, so you need to take us seriously!

Professor Minerva McGonagall teaches this class at Hogwarts while Harry is enrolled. She sets before the class all sorts of interesting assignments. Turning matches into needles in year one, is replaced with changing a teapot into a tortoise in year three, and transforming hedgehogs into pin cushions in year four. There are different levels of transformation as well, which increase in complexity. Changing a person into something else, as when Mad-Eye Moody changes Draco Malfoy into a ferret, as a form of punishment (which causes McGonagall to go into fits) is particularly tricky.10

This type of magic is part of the lore of magicians going back for millennium. The fear of many early humans was that if someone truly had magical ability, they would be able to turn their enemies into snails, or bugs, or newts.11 We see an illustration of this in the Disney film The Sword and the Stone. This version of the King Arthur legend includes a scene where Merlin and the mad witch Mim engage in a wizard’s duel where they turn themselves into a variety of creatures and things in what amounts to a fight to the death. In Harry Potter, we see what it takes to learn these skills, the development of what economists call human capital. Suffice it to say, transfiguration has been part of a wizard’s tool bag for as long as people have imagined magical abilities. What we haven’t been privy to are the limitations placed upon this branch of magic. That’s where Gamp comes in, so let’s get back to what constrains the enterprising wizard.

According to the laws of physics, there are some things you just can’t do. We are beholden to the law of gravity. If you jump off the top of the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, gravity will make sure you arrive back on terra firma. In what condition you are found depends on what you do to try and slow the force of gravity. A parachute might land you safely, whereas rocks in your pockets, which may get you down to the ground floor more quickly, will likely result in a large mess at the bottom. Regardless, gravity will ensure that your direction is down. Just as you cannot avoid gravity when you jump from the highest building on the planet, in transfiguration there are things you cannot do, rules you cannot ignore, which prevent you from simply transfiguring your way through life. As Newton provided the scientific world a sense of order, Gamp similarly establishes the rules to govern the magical science of transfiguration.



You Shall Not Pass!

This brings us back to Ron and Hermione’s heated disagreement over what comprises a good meal. While the three budding wizards could summon food from an unsuspecting Muggle’s pantry, that would constitute thievery, a low to which none of them wants to sink. The result is that they are left to scavenge, or in the worst-case scenarios, grab something off the shelf at a grocer, and slip the money into the till under the protection of their invisibility cloak. It isn’t stealing if you leave money, right? What they are unable to do, is turn stones into bread. It isn’t a religious objection.12 Doing so would be a violation of the first of Gamp’s Fundamental Laws.

Before we dive into the exceptions to what can and cannot be transfigured, let’s look at this practically. J.K. Rowling is telling a story of three kids on the run from the law. In order to create the necessary tension in the narrative, these young witches and wizards can’t be able to get whatever they want, whenever they want it. That would make their mission too easy. Instead of being on a quest to rid the world of the most evil wizard ever, it would be a comparatively merry jaunt through the forests and countryside of Britain. Rowling uses this limit on the ability to transfigure common items as a story telling device. And it actually sounds like she realized the necessity of limiting her cast. In an interview, Rowling herself noted that “I have to know in detail what magic can and cannot do in order to set the parameters and establish the stories’ internal logic.”13 By forcing our three heroes to face privation, Rowling has inserted scarcity into the mix in a way which just so happens to bring joy to the hearts of economists everywhere. By restricting the use of magic as she did, Rowling acknowledged that without scarcity, the story just isn’t interesting. Gamp becomes the tool to codify those limitations.

So, what did Gamp discover that has eluded Ron Weasley? Well, the first thing you cannot do is change an object into something edible. When Ron says that his mother just whips up a six-course meal out of thin air, Hermione’s incredulous response is that as great as Ron’s mum might be, she can’t do this. It is impossible. For us Muggles, this refers back to the fundamental principle from high school physics that you can’t create matter out of nothing (and if you remember this, I’m sure you’ve made your high school physics teacher very proud). You can change the form of existing matter, but if there’s nothing to start with, you can’t get anything out of nothingness.14 The same thing applies to transfiguring food. Mrs. Weasley might be a miracle worker in the kitchen, but even she can’t violate the laws of transfiguration. Not only can’t you make a rib roast appear out of thin air, you also can’t turn a stone into a meal fit for a Michelin rated restaurant, or even McDonalds. As a result, it is possible to have three very hungry teenagers, as well as poor wizard families, who don’t get enough to eat.

Of course, Ron should know something about these fundamental laws. Clearly, based on his socio-economic status, neither Ron, nor his family, can transform something into money. As the Harry Potter stories go on, we see that the income inequality within the wizarding world becomes more and more of an issue. Ron can occasionally be found muttering about how he hates being poor.15 Whether it is his secondhand robes (remember that horrible set of dress robes he has to wear to the Yule Ball?), a hand me down wand, second, or likely third-hand books, or his way out of date model broom, it is clear that Ron is poor. Now, scarcity doesn’t equate to being poor of course. Scarcity is a condition that exists no matter how much money one has. Scarcity is an unassailable reality of life. That said, if you have more money, scarcity is a little easier to handle. Sadly, for Ron, he can’t change the garden gnomes into gold statues. He has to learn how to deal with his unlimited wants differently than Draco Malfoy, whose family is wealthy.

Furthermore, Ron’s older brother Bill Weasley works for Gringotts hunting for treasure. We’ll deal with money in Year 5, but for now it’s relevant to note that Gringotts controls the money supply in the wizard world. To increase it, they don’t just wave a wand. Instead, they need to find new supplies of valuables. If witches, wizards, or goblins could just transform things into money, then Bill’s job would be redundant.

Interestingly, this is one of the points of departure Rowling takes from fairytales. In the story of Rumpelstiltskin for example, we are told of a magical imp who can spin straw into gold.16 Basically, the little guy with a penchant for stealing the first born can transfigure something common into something valuable.17 The moral of the story is a little hard to decipher, but it probably has something to do with not promising something you can’t deliver — the miller promises the king his daughter can spin straw into gold, the miller’s daughter promises her first born to Rumpelstiltskin, and Rumpelstiltskin counts his chickens before they’ve hatched. But what most people take away from this story is the fantasy of turning straw into gold. Wouldn’t that be fabulous? Maybe, but it is not going to happen in Harry Potter.

Rowling also alludes to the magical power of alchemy. The emphasis placed on the sorcerer’s stone in her opening novel was its ability to help you cheat death. It isn’t really clear how the sorcerer’s stone works, but it somehow allows the possessor to brew a potion that keeps them alive: the elixir of life.

Nicholas Flamel, (the noted alchemist, although whether he was an alchemist or not in real life is debatable) was living well after a number of philosopher’s stone induced cocktails when he gave up the stone at the ripe old age of 690. The real Nicholas Flamel, most likely died after a pretty good run of 75-85 years but only received notoriety as an alchemist after his passing.18

The other feature of the stone is almost an afterthought. As any profit-seeking alchemist would know, the sorcerer’s stone could also turn any metal into gold. Again, the process by which this occurs is not entirely clear. Is it transfiguration, or some other mechanism that would allow you to turn your pocket change, which isn’t really worth anything, into the real deal? If it is transfiguration, then we have a serious potential problem, because Gamp’s law says you can’t do this. Transfiguration doesn’t allow you to turn a goat into a pile of galleons. That’s one of the limitations. Nevertheless, however the stone worked (or Rumpelstiltskin for that matter) limitless wealth would certainly be of interest to anyone who wanted a steady stream of income but didn’t want to get up in the morning and go to work.

Gamp is not just some crazy aesthetic, trying to get people to watch their waist-lines or live a more humbly. He discovered other limitations on transfiguration. For instance, we read about love potions in the Half-Blood Prince. They are mentioned early when our trio of heroes patronizes Weasley’s Wizard Wheezes,19 but love potion makes a more memorable appearance when Ron gorges himself on some love potion spiked chocolate cauldrons and announces his never dying lover for Romilda Vane.20 More interestingly, we read that a love potion was instrumental in the origin of Tom Riddle.21 Dumbledore’s hypothesis that Myrope Guant slipped Tom Riddle Senior a love potion is never completely confirmed, but as we know, Dumbledore’s guesses are better than most people’s facts. The sad part of this story, the part that makes us feel just a little sorry for Voldemort, was that when Myrope stopped giving Tom the potion, he ran away from her faster than a Malfoy running from the shrieking shack, leaving her pregnant and alone. Love potions don’t make someone love you, not permanently anyway. According to Gamp, you can’t use transfiguration to create love. Love, the mystery of the universe, is not beholden to the laws of magic or Muggle. As Einstein once said, “gravity cannot be held responsible for people falling in love.” Apparently, neither can transfiguration.

A fourth of Gamp’s laws is that life cannot be transfigured. This has two consequences. First, you cannot turn something inanimate into something with the spark of life. If your best friend as a child is a stuffed animal (think Calvin and Hobbes) your imagination might bring Hobbes to life, but your mom can’t transfigure Hobbes the tiger into the real thing. Second, when someone or something dies, you can’t transfigure them into something living. For anyone who has watched the movie Pet Sematary, this is a really good limitation on transfiguration. When you bring something back from the dead, it almost always has significant negative consequences. In the case of Pet Sematary, the people who think they are going to benefit from resurrecting their child are sorely mistaken. The demon possessed creature who rises from the grave goes on a murderous rampage, which, of course, ends badly for just about everyone. And doesn’t it always end badly? Just ask the middle brother in The Tale of the Three Brothers.22

Finally, Gamp tells us that you just can’t transfigure yourself into someone smart. Knowledge is something you have to work for, and if you don’t want to study for the test coming up, don’t expect magic to answer the questions for you. Even Gamp had to work, study, and investigate to find the exemptions to transfiguration. Dumbledore, for as smart as he was, spent a lot of time reading to get that way. If you could just magic yourself into being knowledgeable, what’s the point of Hogwarts? You have to do your homework if you want to do magic. There isn’t an easy way out of it. Remember that kids. Stay in school and get smart.



Do You Know What I Know?

It isn’t that folks in the magical world don’t have some concept of scarcity. There are clearly things that some witches and wizards want but can’t afford. Whether it is a new set of dress robes for Ron, or that new racing broom that makes Harry realize there are limits to what he has in the bank, money is a factor when trying to satisfy your unlimited wants with limited resources. But there is another way that scarcity is observed. Think about the great things magic can let you do. You don’t have to wait in line at airport security, or spend time queued up to get on a plane, then find your seat, then be ushered back to the gate when the plane fails some pre-check inspection, or worse, sit on the tarmac for an hour waiting for your turn to take off. If you want to get somewhere there are a number of options that eliminate the cumbersome Muggle modes of transportation entirely. Whether travelling by broom, portkey, floo powder, apparition, or a flying Ford Anglia, you can get places rapidly and with minimal hassle. If you want the lights turned on, you wave a wand and the candles light themselves. If you want to talk to someone you can send a patronus with a message, use the floo powder to pop your disembodied head into someone’s living room, or if worse comes to worst, you can send an owl.23 There are lots of magical means to deal with everyday problems. Nevertheless, Mr. Weasley is enamored with all things Muggle. One of the reasons for this is he has a difficult time imagining how anyone could get along without magic. His fascination with escalators, the underground, and electricity is not a remnant of his job, but primarily results from his wonder at Muggle life. If one doesn’t have magic, how does one get through the day? Well, the inventions of the Muggle world are largely a result of answering that question. If you don’t have magic, and you have limited resources, you invent things to help make life a little easier. It isn’t magic, it’s innovation.

Consider the aforementioned Ford Anglia. This vehicle was designed and built to help Muggle families get from one place to another. A car is far more convenient and gets you where you want to go much more quickly than a horse, a bicycle, or by walking. This helps people save time and energy, so that they can utilize those resources in other activities that are likely to provide more happiness. This particular model of car would also allow families to vacation in places that would have been unreachable, expanding their horizons and giving families a new perspective on the world around them.

When Mr. Weasley bewitches the car to fly, he is putting a magical spin on what Muggles would think of as improving the product. One of the ways that we deal with scarcity better is to build upon the innovations of others. Consider the evolution of telecommunications. The first telephone was not only remarkable, but let’s be frank, also rather neanderthal by today’s standards. It was little more than
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