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A Comparative study helps in highlighting certain aspects of a work which might 
have been overlooked if a comparison was not undertaken in the first place. 
Furthermore, when the comparative study is between works based in completely 
opposite cultures and customs, for instance Western and Eastern, the aspects which 
are highlighted are even more interesting and fascinating. One such comparative study 
will be undertaken here in which an attempt will be made to trace the aspects which 
are common to an Indian text, The Bhagavad Gita, and a western work of fiction, 
Harry Potter series. This endeavour would aim to find similitude not only between the 
major characters of the Harry Potter series and the Mahabharata but would also trace 
the echoes of philosophy as found in The Bhagavad Gita in the world of Harry Potter. 
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In his essay, ‘The Name and Nature of Comparative Literature’, S. Ramakrishnan 
mentions a statement made by Newton which said that he was able to achieve what he 
had by standing on the shoulders of his predecessors. This statement was further 
elucidated by Shaw when he said ‘I am taller than Shakespeare because I stand on the 
shoulders of Shakespeare’ (Ramakrishnan 20). Similarly, many scholars believe that 
the best way to understand the contemporary works of literature is by making use of 
the fertile grounds of literary history, both Western and Eastern. When talking 
specifically about comparative study of literature in the Indian context, the following 
comment by Prabhudas B. Patwari in his foreword to Comparative Literature: Volume 
One holds immense importance: 

 ‘A comparative study of the literatures of the Indian languages and a comparative 
study of the Indian languages vis-a-vis the foreign languages, will reveal common 
approaches and similarities in ideas, irrespective of time, land and language.’ 

This forms the basis of this paper, where the echoes of Mahabharata and in it, The 
Bhagavad Gita will be traced in the Harry Potter series. On the face of it both these 
texts belong not only to two different eras but to two different parts of the world as 
well. When looked at, in depth, one is bound to find many common meeting points, 
recurrent approaches and similarities in ideas and themes which will be traced here.  

It is a well-known fact that The Bhagavad Gita which is representative of the Lord’s 
message, forms an important part of the epic Mahabharata which in turn highlights the 
fight for dharma and what is right. The epic revolves around two families, who are 
descendants of the same ancestor, Kuru, and their fight against each other for what 
each believes is rightfully theirs. The Bhagavad Gita comes into the picture at the 
most opportune time in the epic and elevates the narrative even further. It begins with 
Arjuna looking dejected and ready to give up arms as he cannot fathom the fact that 
the war would result in the bloodshed of his own kith and kin. He prefers to be killed 
before he kills anyone on the other side of the battlefield as they are not strangers but 
people who are known to him. On the other end of the spectrum, one finds the Harry 
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Potter series, which has features similar to that of an epic. In it, once again two 
pseudo-families represented by Harry and Voldemort are fighting against each other, 
for what they think is rightfully theirs. In consonance with the Mahabharata and its 
characters, Harry and Voldemort are also descendants of the Peverell clan. Both of 
them are the commanders of their respective armies and meet each other in the 
battlefield in the last book, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. To further make 
things interesting both Harry and Voldemort are Half-bloods by status. This shows 
that status and class wise, both of them are equally placed in the series. According to 
Indian caste system, fighting is considered to be the duty of the warrior caste, better 
known as the Kshatriyas. When seen in this light. Harry and Voldemort, in a way, are 
representatives of the Kshatriya clans which are represented by the Kurus and the 
Pandus in the Mahabharata. Another theme which is common to both the texts, is that 
they divide the society based on the caste system by virtue of birth. For instance, a 
muggle born witch like Hermione, who is far more gifted than any pure blood witch 
or wizard, is seen down upon while dumb witted wizards like Draco, Crabbe and 
Goyle, take pride in the fact that they are born into pure blood families. For the latter, 
the mere fact of their birth into pure-blood families is reason enough for them to 
dominate and denigrate others. This forms the basis of comparison between the two 
texts. However, it should be remembered that in the beginning when the caste system 
came into existence in India it was not based on birth but Karma. Over time, the 
significations related to castes changed and now a person’s caste is determined by 
birth which is coincidentally, the basis of the class system in the world of Harry Potter 
as well.    

The Caste/Class System  

Differentiation on the basis of class has been a part of the human psyche since time 
immemorial. India came upon the concept of differentiation through the ancient 
sacred texts which divides the human race into four castes: Brahmans, Kshatriyas, 
Vaishyas and Shudras. Brahmans are right at the top while Shudras form the base of 
society. The reason for this kind of placement of different castes arises from the Rig 
Vedic belief that the four castes arose from the various parts of the primeval man. 
Brahmans came from the head region of the primeval man, Kshatriyas from the chest 
and shoulder region, Vaishyas from the thigh region and Shudras from the feet. 
Another origin of the various castes is found in the part XVIII of The Bhagavad Gita, 
titled ‘Renunciation and Freedom’, where Lord Krishna mentions how he is the 
creator of the four castes among mankind: 

 ‘The duties of the various castes, classes, and divisions of kind among men, are 
determined by these Gunas or Qualities, which are within the nature of each. The 
Priestly Caste of Brahmans, hath the duty of serenity, self-mastery, zeal, purity, 
patience, rectitude, wisdom, learning, and religious knowledge. The Warrior Caste, of 
Kshatriyas, hath the duty of courage, bravery, fortitude, honor, obedience, discipline, 
nobility and soldierly conduct. The Farmer Caste, or Vaishyas, hath the duty of 
industry, knowledge of the soil, of grains, of fruits, of cattle, and knowledge of 
trading, buying and selling. The Laboring Caste of Shudras, hath the duty of faithful 
service, industry, attention, faithfulness, and honesty.’ (Ramacharaka 174)  

As can be seen, the distinction into the four castes is based on the various duties 
associated with each caste and not related to their birth in the respective caste. One 
can take the example of Karna from the epic, Mahabharata. Karna was an exquisite 
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warrior and proficient in all the arts that made the Pandus and Kurus great warriors. 
However, Karna was not given what was rightfully his as he was believed to be from 
a lower caste and not the Kshatriya caste. In reality, he was the son of Kunti and the 
Sun god which made him a Kshatriya by birth. Thus, with the passage of time, birth 
became the basis of differentiation among the various castes. In a way, this concept of 
the four castes finds resonance in the Harry Potter Series as well. Here the place of 
Brahmans is taken by the Pure-blood wizard and witches. Pure-blood is the name 
given to those wizards whose lineage has never been corrupted by Muggle blood. 
While the place of Kshatriyas is taken by the Half-bloods who represent those wizards 
whose lineage does involve the blood of a Muggle or a Muggle-born wizard or witch. 
The place of the Vaishyas in the Harry Potter series is held by the Muggle-born 
witches and wizards—who are referred to as ‘mudbloods’ by the Pure-blood families 
(Chamber of Secrets 112). Lastly, Shudras which form the lowest of the four castes 
are represented by the non-human creatures of House-elves like Kreacher and Dobby 
and the Goblins. It should be noted that the House-elves and the Goblins are 
supernatural beings who possess magic but are considered to be the servants and 
slaves of the Pure-bloods. Another important fact about House-elves is that they do 
not require the help of a wand to perform magic which is illustrated by Dobby. When 
Harry and Ron are taken as prisoners in the Malfoy manor with other inmates, they 
are put into a place where it was impossible to escape with the help of magic. But 
when Harry calls for help, Dobby apparates inside the dungeon and transports the 
other inmates to a safe place. It is then that Harry realizes that the dungeon was able 
to ward off only wand magic and had no protection against House-elf magic.  On the 
other hand, the Goblins do not trust the wizard community in general. They feel that 
the wizard community have kept the secrets of wand magic hidden with themselves 
which makes the Goblins feel betrayed.  

Coming back to Indian traditions and customs which state that Kshatriyas are 
born to rule but still possess a status below the Brahmans. As mentioned before, 
Brahmans are placed at the top of the ladder followed by the Kshatriyas. Similarly, in 
the Harry Potter series, half-bloods like Voldemort rule the magical world through 
their reign of evil, but always feign respect towards the likes of the Malfoy’s and 
Lestrange’s for being Pure-bloods by birth. Muggle-born witches and wizards are 
considered to be below the Pure-bloods and Half-bloods in social stature, similar to 
the Vaishyas. Muggle-born witches like Hermione are better at everything than the 
Pure-bloods like Draco and Half-bloods like Harry, yet she is unable to command an 
equal amount of respect from others. Furthermore, as mentioned above, Goblins and 
House-elves are more powerful than any of the Pure-blood born they are treated like 
the Shudras. Goblins though as powerful as the wizards are not given the right to use 
wands and instead, are made to be the keepers of Gringotts Wizarding Bank. They are 
not allowed to harness and enhance their magical powers by using wands, thus 
depriving them of their rights. Just like shudras, they feel oppressed by the upper 
classes/castes and hence despise the wand-carrying wizards and witches. 

Moving on to the various themes and characters employed in the Indian epic 
and western pseudo-epic, the basic theme of comparison between them arises in the 
triumph of good over evil, as well as right over wrong. Several more parallels can be 
drawn between the various characters based on this premise. While both Lord Krishna 
and Dumbledore act as the guiding light to Arjuna and Harry, the latter ones compete 
to take the crown of the ideal pupil. Furthermore, there can also be a comparison on 
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the basis of the theme of disguise employed in the two texts which further helps in 
equating the characters of Arjuna and Harry. Arjuna, in the thirteenth year of his exile 
had to live as a eunuch, in order to save his life, and fulfil the curse of the heavenly 
maiden, Urvashi. The same way Harry had to disguise himself two times in the course 
of the last book, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, to save his life. The first time 
is at Bill and Fleur Weasley’s wedding and second time is when they are caught by 
the snatchers and taken to the Malfoy manor for further inspection. At the wedding, 
Harry drinks the Polyjuice potion which helps him to transform into someone else. It 
results in the change of his appearance which then mimics a ‘redheaded Muggle boy’ 
who the Weasley’s begin to introduce as ‘Cousin Barny’ (Deathly Hallows 137). 
Second time round, to save Harry from detection, Hermione jinxes his face due to 
which his face swells up, like if bitten by bees. The reason behind the disguise is the 
same in both cases, self-preservation. Moving on to other characters, on the one hand, 
parallels can be drawn between Voldemort and Duryodhana (who represents the 
Kurus) based on their sense of pride, over-confidence, treachery, evil, hunger and 
thirst for power. For instance, Duryodhana tries many a times to kill the Pandu 
brothers before the epic battle of Kurukshetra but to no avail. In addition to this, he is 
most afraid of Arjuna than Yudhisthira. Similarly, Voldemort also tries to finish off 
Harry a number of times, albeit unsuccessfully, before the final battle of Hogwarts. 
And just like Duryodhana, Voldemort is most afraid of Harry due to the incomplete 
prophecy which connected them both. On the other hand, Hermione, Ron and Harry 
can be compared to the eldest Pandu princes: Yudhisthira, Bheema and Arjuna. 
Hermione like Yudhisthira is the brains who guides the rest all the way. She is the one 
who makes the polyjuice potion on both the occasions when Harry wants to question 
Draco Malfoy and when they break into the Ministry of Magic in the last book. Even 
though Harry is the ‘chosen one’ yet Hermione is the most intelligent and better at 
spells and magic than the other two. Hermione like Yudhisthira is very honest and 
follows the rules and regulations perfectly. Ron, on the other hand, represents the 
mighty Bheema, who is considered to represent more might than brain. He is similar 
to Bheem in the way that Ron is always there to help his friends and will even lead 
when required. Furthermore, he is the slave of his emotions just like Bheem which 
sometimes results in trouble. Just like Yudhisthira and Arjuna, Harry and Hermione 
always help Ron to calm down and not allow his emotions to get the better of him. 
Ultimately, it is the destiny of Arjuna, to finally end all evil and win over what 
belongs rightfully to his family. Similarly, Harry too is destined to end the reign of 
Voldemort and brings an end to evil and bring peace to both the magical and Muggle 
world. 

When one concentrates only on the situation of the characters of Harry and 
Arjuna is in the two texts, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows and The Bhagavad 
Gita, commonalities are bound to pop up. As mentioned before, at the beginning of 
The Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna is shown withdrawing from the battlefield, on his chariot, 
driven by Lord Krishna (the incarnation of Lord Vishnu). After surveying the 
battlefield, Arjuna realizes that on both sides—standing against each other—are his 
own friends and blood relations. On comprehending this reality, he begins to doubt 
himself and his role in the war. After some introspection, Arjuna arrives at the 
decision that he will not fight and will not become the reason for the end of his family 
and friends. He says that he would rather ‘bare his breast’ and allow his kinsmen to 
‘drink deep of the blood’ from his heart (Ramacharaka 11). Arjuna’s counterpart 
Harry also finds himself in a similar situation. In the opening chapters of the book, 
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Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Harry presents himself as the modern day 
Arjuna when he decides not to fight Stan Shunpike, the conductor of the Knight Bus. 
When the ruse of Seven Potter’s is underway, Harry who is riding with Hagrid is 
attacked like the rest of his look-alikes. During the fight, Harry is able to discern the 
identity of one of his attackers as Stan Shunpike. Even though he himself is in grave 
danger, Harry decides only to disarm Shunpike (instead of “stunning” him) as he 
believes Shunpike to be under some sort of a spell and not acting on his own accord. 
This results in the revelation that he is the real Harry Potter which causes the Dark 
Lord to follow him personally which puts Harry in mortal danger. From these 
examples, it can be concluded that both Harry and Arjuna have no qualms about 
fighting till the time it is not a kinsman or a relative (in the case of Arjuna), or till the 
time he is just another hooded figure, without a face (in the case of Harry). As soon as 
the opponent takes the shape of someone they know, the choice between the urge to 
fight or to resist harming the other person begins to tear them apart. Even though 
Harry could have died as a result of his foolish action yet he could not allow the guilt 
of killing an innocent man, smear his conscience. On being told by Lupin that they are 
past the disarming spell, Harry answers:  

We were hundreds of feet up! Stan’s not himself, and if I Stunned him and 
he’d fallen, he’d have died the same as if I’d used Avada Kedavra! 
Expelliarmus saved me from Voldemort two years ago. (Deathly Hallows 70) 

Like Arjuna, Harry preferred to risk his life than take another innocent life for 
his personal gains. In a way, Arjuna and Harry are the sheer embodiments of morality, 
goodness and purity. Another thing that is common among them is that both possess a 
teacher who guides them towards the ultimate Truth – of existence, duty and morality. 
In the case of Arjuna, it is the incarnation of Lord Vishnu in the form of Lord 
Krishna, in Harry’s case, it is Albus Dumbledore. 

The Guiding Light 

As per Hindu philosophy - whenever evil reigns, God will descend and end all 
evil. The almighty might come down in the form of Lord Rama and cause the 
destruction of the demon king Ravana. He may also take the form of Lord Krishna 
and guide his pupils towards the light and the ultimate truth. This further shows that 
each and every person in this world is in need of a teacher to guide him through the 
difficult parts of this journey called life. In case of Arjuna, the master appeared in the 
form of Lord Krishna, for Harry the master appeared in the form of Albus 
Dumbledore, the greatest wizard of all time. Dumbledore took the charge of Harry’s 
guardian from the moment his parents died at the hands of Voldemort. Dumbledore in 
some way felt guilty for the death of Harry’s parents as he was the first person who 
had heard the prophecy regarding Voldemort and Harry: ‘neither would live, neither 
could survive’ (Deathly Hallows 691). Dumbledore was also the reason behind the 
rescuing of Tom Riddle, later known as Voldemort, from the muggle orphanage. 
Dumbledore was in fact the only wizard Voldemort ever feared. Yet Dumbledore did 
nothing substantial to save Harry’s parents other than instructing them to hide. After 
the death of his parents, Dumbledore felt the need to become a part of his life and 
keep him safe. In order to do this, he put Harry under the care of his maternal aunt, 
Petunia, which shielded Harry till he was seventeen years old. Their relationship 
transformed into friendship only when Harry entered Hogwarts. Even after 
Dumbledore’s death in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, their relationship did 
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not stagnate. Finally, in the book, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, their 
relationship became the strongest, much like the relationship between Lord Krishna 
and Arjuna. In a way, both Lord Krishna and Dumbledore, were facilitators as well as 
teachers. They always tried to present their knowledge in the simplest way possible to 
their pupils. However, their pupils could never comprehend the simple nature of their 
teachings, at least, never on the first instance. It was only when Lord Krishna 
explained everything to Arjuna in detail in The Bhagavad Gita that he was able to 
understand what was expected of him, which was to fight for truth, good, honour and 
his right. In the case of Harry, it was from the memories of Snape that Harry realized 
his ultimate goal was to sacrifice his life for the greater good. This further assisted 
Harry in getting the Resurrection Stone out of the Golden Snitch which was gifted to 
him by Dumbledore. At the end of The Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna (guided by Lord 
Krishna) finally realizes his moral duty and prepares to fight the war in order to fulfil 
his dharma. Similarly, Harry also realizes his duty and finally understands what is 
expected of him—which is to die and according to Dumbledore, ‘Voldemort himself 
must do it. That is essential’ (Deathly Hallows 686). After fathoming the Truth, his 
Destiny, his Duty and his Death, Harry begins to march on his teacher’s orders just 
like Arjuna, ready to die if necessary. This, in turn, proves their mettle as ideal pupils 
and ends with them following their master’s teaching with utter dedication. Even 
though Harry knew that he had to die for the destruction of Voldemort, he did not fear 
for his life, rather he followed his teacher’s orders and sacrificed himself for the 
greater good, his moral duty, and his dharma. In this way, Dumbledore and Lord 
Krishna seem to be a match—as Teacher, Master, Advisor, Mentor—to their pupils, 
Harry and Arjuna, respectively, guiding them to their fate—the path of dharma, duty 
and destiny. However, these are not the only points of comparison between the Harry 
potter series and the Mahabharata and The Bhagavad Gita. Another point of contact 
between them arises on the point of philosophy imbedded in these texts which will be 
taken up subsequently. 

The Philosophical Aspect 

According to Hindu Philosophy, the Soul or Atman remains unharmed even if 
the outer physical body is completely destroyed. This reflects the fact that the soul is 
eternal and is without a beginning and an end. The most common cause of suffering in 
this world arises due to the illusion that the soul and the body are one and the same. 
This belief finds echo in the teachings of Lord Krishna as well. He says that ‘the body 
may die; be slain; be destroyed completely; but He that hath occupied it remaineth 
unharmed’ (Ramacharaka 30). This concept is reiterated by Hermione in Harry Potter 
and the Deathly Hallows as well. While explaining the true meaning and essence of 
Horcruxes to Harry and Ron, Hermione explains the difference between the body and 
the soul as follows: ‘If I picked up a sword right now, Ron, and ran you through with 
it, I wouldn’t damage your soul at all. … whatever happens to your body, your soul 
will survive, untouched’ (Deathly Hallows 104). This example perfectly reflects the 
echoes of The Bhagavad Gita to be found in the Harry Potter series.  Furthermore, in 
part II of The Bhagavad Gita, titled ‘Inner Doctrine’, Lord Krishna differentiates 
between two concepts which can change the course of one’s life. He believes that 
Right Action takes precedence over everything else. But if this action is not preceded 
by Right Thinking then everything is nullified. Lord Krishna says: 

‘Do thy best, according to the dictates of thy Duty and then maintain that equal 
mindedness which is the mark of the Yogi. 
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Important though Right Action be, yet it yields precedence to Right Thinking. 
Therefore take thou refuge in the peace and calm of Right Thinking, O Arjuna, for 
they who stake their well-being upon action alone must needs lose happiness and 
peace, and find themselves possessed only of misery and discontent.’ (Ramacharaka 
36) 

The first half of the above quotation is fulfilled by both, Harry and Voldemort. Harry 
and Voldemort, whether good or evil, are performing their duty to the best of their 
abilities. If Harry can be equated with Arjuna then Voldemort can be equated with the 
Kuru prince, Duryodhana. Like Arjuna, Duryodhana was also abiding to the norms of 
his duty. In very much the same way, Harry and Voldemort are also following the 
dictates of their duty, the only difference being the reasons behind their actions. 
Voldemort wanted to rule over the world, he was hungry for power and yearned for 
immortality. These reasons led him to destroy everything that came in his path—the 
Potters, Harry or even Snape. It further motivated him to use the gravest of sins—
murder—to divide his soul into pieces and create Horcruxes. Even though, Voldemort 
was fully informed of the fact that making only one Horcrux could destabilize his 
entire soul to a great extent yet he went further than any other wizard and created six 
Horcruxes willingly. Harry, on the other hand, is fighting for justice, for truth, for 
everything that is good. Harry begins the fight as a revenge for his parents but ends up 
fighting for those who are alive and beside him. According to Lord Krishna 
‘important though Right Action be, yet it yields precedence to Right Thinking’ 
(Ramacharaka 19). Harry and Voldemort, both, are following the path of Right Action 
but where Harry succeeds and Voldemort fails is in the Right Thinking. If Harry 
wanted to fulfil the criterion of Right Action alone, he would not have surrendered to 
Voldemort even if it meant that the seventh Horcrux would not be destroyed (Harry 
being the seventh horcrux). But he did not just follow the path of Right Action, he 
also took the guidance of Right Thinking. And this meant that he had to die and 
‘Voldemort himself must do it’ (Deathly Hallows 686). It was this Right Thinking 
without the hope of a reward that ultimately led to Harry’s triumph over evil, 
personified by Voldemort. It was a result of his Right Thinking that Harry is finally 
able to understand the meaning of the cryptic message inscribed on the Golden snitch 
bestowed upon him by Dumbledore: I open at the close (Deathly Hallows 134). While 
walking towards his death in the Forbidden Forest, Harry realizes that the snitch will 
open only with his realization of his impending death. With this in his mind, Harry 
utters “I am about to die” at which the snitch opens to reveal its hidden treasure, the 
Resurrection Stone (Deathly Hallows 698). Harry’s Right Thinking allows him to see 
his near and dear ones for the last time, who eventually accompany him until he 
reaches Voldemort. 

In Voldemort’s case, he dwells too closely on the object of sense. In order to become 
immortal, he becomes a slave to his desires. This misguided desire leads to a passion 
so intense that he begins to shred his soul which becomes his biggest downfall. He 
becomes reckless and forgets about the true significance of the objects that he 
converts into horcruxes. He defiles the sanctity of each and every heirloom whether 
his or of someone else’s when he converts them into horcruxes. His biggest mistake 
being the conversion of his maternal grandfather, Marvolo Gaunt’s ring into a 
Horcrux. With this act he loses his memory of being a half-blood (his father being a 
Muggle). This leads to the loss of reason due to which he ends up committing 
genocide against the Muggle born witches and wizards. His loss of reason is so severe 
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that he ends up changing his name to Lord Voldemort from Tom Riddle. He considers 
himself to be God, with the powers of evil, due to which his followers address him as 
the Dark Lord. Voldemort was, in a way, also right in his actions as his sole motive 
was to achieve immortality. He wanted power, might, prowess, authority, hierarchy. 
What he lacked was the right thinking behind his actions. His thinking behind the 
object of being immortal, led him to rip apart the most sacred thing of all, his soul. 
And because there was no Right Thinking, so there could be no Right Action. And as 
Lord Krishna said, ‘for they who stake their well-being upon action alone must needs 
lose happiness and peace, and find themselves possessed only of misery and 
discontent’ and this is what happens to Voldemort. He is discontent even after stealing 
the Elder Wand from Dumbledore’s grave, as it does not work to the peak of its 
abilities. Voldemort is miserable and discontent and so he ends up killing Snape, in 
order to find some peace and reassurance. And yet peace and happiness eludes him. 
Harry, on the other hand, is quite happy, content and peaceful when he is approaching 
his death because he is following the mandates of Right Action backed by Right 
Thinking. Harry not only follows his duty but commits to the right thinking as well, 
by surrendering to Voldemort. Harry allows Voldemort to kill him, and all this 
without the expectation of a reward. This act of bravery on his part, earns him the title 
of ‘wise and worthy’ as per the teachings of Lord Krishna: 

‘He, who, expressing his mind in Right Action, through Duty, without attachment to 
rewards, performeth his work in the world—verily, he is to be esteemed wise and 
worthy.’ (Ramacharaka 44) 

The above mentioned examples highlight the various points on which these two vastly 
different works can be equated and how the echoes of The Bhagavad Gita can be 
found in a western work of fiction. There is no proof to substantiate the claim that 
Rowling had ever read or been influenced by The Bhagavad Gita. However, this does 
not mean that Rowling was not influenced by the collective unconscious of Europeans 
which is most definitely influenced by the Indian thought and tradition, a result of 
India being a British colony for a long time.  
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