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Abstract 

The journey of human life follows a precarious path between existence and non-existence which 

entails the finitude of the human body and the imminence of death. While existence is marked by a 

constant struggle between Eros and Thanatos, later theorized by Freud as life and death instincts in 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Heidegger conceives of death not as an end but as ‘a way to be’ 

defined by the notions of ‘Being-at-an-end’ and ‘Being-towards-the-end’ (Being and Time 245). This 

paper aims to explore the inevitable yet oft overlooked question of death as portrayed by J. K. 

Rowling in the Harry Potter series (1997-2007) particularly through the character of Lord 

Voldemort, tracing the reasons for Tom Marvolo Riddle’s metamorphosis into One Who Must Not 

Be Named. I contend, as this study shall reveal, that Voldemort’s life instinct can be discerned 

through the Heideggerian conception of death as an existential awareness of possible non-being in 

his attempt to preserve the being through the horcruxes. He annihilates his soul to immortalize 

himself, thereby transcending the natural order of being. In the first three books, he exists merely in a 

disembodied state of nonbeing exhibiting his disjointed relationship with the self, and “…with the 

confronting of Non-Being, existence takes on a vitality and immediacy, and the individual 

experiences a heightened consciousness of himself, his world, and others around him" (May  48). 

Consequently his transformation into the evil lord of the wizarding world can be interpreted, through 

the lens of Melanie Klein, as an externalization of his death instinct, unleashing violence and 

outward aggression. The objective of the paper, therefore, is to draw the trajectory of Voldemort’s 

negotiations with the anxiety of death and his ‘non-being’ or escape from existence in the process of 

‘becoming’. 
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“We are such stuff as dreams are made on and our little life is rounded with a sleep.” 

- The Tempest, William Shakespeare 

1. Introduction 

Is our life merely ‘a tale told by an idiot, signifying nothing?’ Does death usher us to an unknown 

realm of eternal existence? How do we confer meaning to the brief span of life between birth and 

death? Such questions have often unsettled thinkers, artists and philosophers across the globe and 

they have contemplated, studied, theorized and attempted in variegated ways to present their views 

from diverse perspectives regarding life and death. Just like existence is marked by a constant 

struggle between Eros and Thanatos, later theorized by Freud as life and death instincts in Beyond 

the Pleasure Principle, conflict between good and evil forces has been the seminal propelling factor 

in the works of literature since time immemorial. Deeply steeped in the biblical episodes of Lucifer’s 

betrayal, Satan’s temptation or Cain’s villainy, evil has traversed its course to the present works in 

multiple ways. It is a common thread in many works of classical literature. In the epic poem, 

Beowulf, Grendel the monster is shown to devour mankind while in Sophocles’ Antigone, the clash is 

not between right and wrong but between two rights. On the other hand, in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, 

the hero and the villain are merged into the same character whereas in Milton’s Paradise Lost we 

find the Arch Fiend preparing to wage a war against God. This confrontation between the good and 

the evil has attracted readers through several ages and in contemporary literature it has acquired 

varied representations. There is a plethora of such instances like the strife between Aslan, the Lion 

and Jadis, the White Witch in C. S. Lewis’ The Magician’s Nephew and The Lion, the Witch and the 

Wardrobe in the series, The Chronicles of Narnia, or the struggle for the One Ring in J. R. R. 

Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy. In J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series too one of the pivotal 

motifs is the antagonism between the archvillain, Voldemort and his sworn enemy, Harry Potter. 

While the latter represents all that is virtuous, the former stands as the incarnation of the Devil 
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himself. However, beyond the apparent hostility between the two forces, this paper is concerned with 

the existence, non-being and the ontological crisis that surround the character of Lord Voldemort. It 

aims to explore the inevitable yet oft overlooked question of death as portrayed by J. K. Rowling in 

the Harry Potter series (1997-2007), tracing the reasons for Tom Marvolo Riddle’s metamorphosis 

into One Who Must Not Be Named. I contend, as this study shall reveal, that Voldemort’s life 

instinct can be discerned through the Heideggerian conception of death as an existential awareness of 

possible non-being in his attempt to preserve his being-in-the-world through the horcruxes. 

 

2. Heidegger’s Notion of Existence 

Martin Heidegger, one of the most influential philosophers of the twentieth century, in his magnum 

opus Being and Time (1927) discusses ideas that have not only percolated far, wide and deep into 

continental philosophy but also exerted their influence on areas like contemporary art, architecture, 

theology, psychiatry and psychotherapy. For Heidegger, the term for human being is Da-sein. 

Derived from the German verb ‘dasein’ meaning ‘to exist’ or ‘to be there, to be here’, the term was 

previously used by other philosophers, Immanuel Kant for instance, to imply the existence of an 

entity. Defining dasein, Heidegger says 

The essence of Dasein lies in its existence. Accordingly those 

characteristics which can be exhibited in this entity are not ‘properties’ 

present-at-hand of some entity which ‘looks’ so and so and is itself 

present-at-hand; they are in each case possible ways for it to be, and no 

more than that. . . . So when we designate this entity with the term 

‘Dasein’, we are expressing not its ‘what’ (as if it were a table, house, 

or tree) but its Being. (42) 

He further elaborates, “Da-sein is a being that does not simply occur among other beings. Rather it is 

ontically distinguished by the fact that in its being this being is concerned about its very being” (12). 

Rollo May, one of the proponents of existential psychology, states in The Discovery of Being: 

Writings in Existential Psychology that ‘being’ is to be understood as “the source of potentiality 

being is the potentiality by which […] each of us becomes what he truly is” (97). Dasein’s attempt to 

acquire totality or wholeness faces the fundamental problem that, in so far as Dasein exists, it is 

driven towards the next moment of its existence and so is incomplete. The moment dasein acquires 

the wholeness, it shall cease to exist (Mulhal 64). “When Dasein reaches its wholeness in death, it 

simultaneously loses the Being of its "there" (BT 281). Thus, the inner-contradiction is for dasein to 

be whole is for dasein to be no longer. In Rowling’s series we find Voldemort, in his attempt to 

achieve this wholeness though through immortality which is but a deliberate denial to death, 

annihilates his being-in-the-world and enters into non-being. 

 

3. The Existential Crisis of Voldemort  

Voldemort’s association with death is inevitably since his infancy. Having lost his mother at birth 

and being deserted by his father, little Tom is doomed in the loveless milieu of a Dickensian 

orphanage. When Dumbledore visits him, Mrs. Cole, the matron reports, “He’s a funny boy. […] He 

was a funny baby, too. He hardly ever cried, you know. And then, when he got a little older, he 

was… odd” (HBP 267). She even recounts to Dumbledore the unnatural and unusual incidents 

occurring at the orphanage in all of which, she feels, Tom is involved though he has never been 

caught. However, he has been forced to believe that he is insane and is, therefore, treated as an 

‘other’. Consequently, when Dumbledore arrives to take him to Hogwarts, he doubts that he has been 

sent from the asylum to drive Tom away from the orphanage. Ervin Staub mentions that the 

frustration of basic human needs leads to evilness. Tom Riddle, being deprived and neglected – as 

Mrs. Cole recounts, “but no Tom nor Marvolo nor any kind of Riddle ever came looking for him, nor 

any family at all” (HBP 266) – thus, insecure and alone, grows up to develop a violent nature. 

According to Melanie Klein, a neo-Freudian psychoanalyst aggressive drives are projected directly 

from the death instinct. Rayner observes, “For Kleinian theory, destructiveness is an innate 

propensity which each individual ego is fated to wrestle within himself from the start. It is thus 

fundamentally intra-psychic” (Independent Mind 27). The force to harm others resides in the struggle 

with oneself. Tom, therefore, not only bullies others and steals souvenirs from his victims but basks 
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in self-gratification when he tells Dumbledore, “I can make bad things happen to people who annoy 

me. I can make them hurt if I want to… I knew I was different… I knew I was special. Always, I 

knew there was something” (HBP 271). 

 

Tom’s schooling at the Hogwarts exposes him into a new world of magic that instigates him to seek 

power and glory through Dark Arts. His wish to achieve recognition however, it can also be argued, 

has been inculcated by the curriculum of Hogwarts through competitions, point system, favouritism 

of teachers and titles of Prefect, Head Boy or Quidditch Player. Yet Tom’s internalization of the 

desire for prestige is viewed as evil. Consequently his application for teaching at Hogwarts, “the first 

and only place he had felt at home”, is rejected by Dumbledore (HBP 431). Thus, Holly Blackford in 

Private Lessons from Dumbledore’s “Chamber of Secrets” regards Tom as “a monstrous creation of 

school culture that, in the paradigm of Frankenstein’s monster, Dumbledore does not wish to 

acknowledge” (157). This further goads him into the path of evil.  

 

From the initial years of his schooling, Tom has won the hearts of his teachers with his remarkable 

competence and skill. He makes desperate attempts to convince himself that he has inherited the 

abilities of his parents. However, his searches prove futile as Dumbledore recounts to Harry, 

Riddle was obsessed with his parentage...It seems that he searched in 

vain for some trace of Tom Riddle senior on the shields in the trophy 

room, on the lists of prefects in the old school records, even in the 

books of Wizarding history. Finally he was forced to accept that his 

father had never set foot in Hogwarts. I believe that it was then that he 

dropped the name forever, assumed the identity of Lord Voldemort… 

(HBP 362) 

This forceful acceptance of the bitter truth that his father had been a muggle and not a wizard brews 

a seething aggression in him. His outrage is similar to that of Marvolo Gaunt when he learns from 

Morfin that his own daughter, Merope – “pure-blooded descendant of Salazar Slytherin” – dotes 

upon “a filthy, dirt-veined Muggle”, Tom (HBP 210). He tries to delve deep into the undiscovered 

mysteries of Hogwarts in his attempt to rise in power. He even succeeds in re-opening the chamber 

of secrets and thereafter proclaims himself to be the leader of a sect that later comes to be known as 

the Death Eaters.  

As he moved up the school, he gathered about him a group of 

dedicated friends...although as I have already indicated, Riddle 

undoubtedly felt no affection for any of them. This group had a kind of 

dark glamour within the castle. They were a motley collection; a 

mixture of the weak seeking protection, the ambitious seeking some 

shared glory, and the thuggish gravitating toward a leader who could 

show them more refined forms of cruelty. In other words, they were 

the fore-runners of the Death Eaters… (HBP 361-62) 

Hereafter, therefore, Tom chooses to commit violence and spread terror. Ashamed of his despicable 

parentage, Tom desperately seeks revenge: 

My mother, a witch who lived here in this village, fell in love with him 

[Voldemort’s father]. But he abandoned her when she told him what 

she was… he didn’t like magic, my father … He left her and returned 

to his Muggle parents before I was even born […] but I vowed to find 

him… I revenged myself upon him, that fool who gave me his 

name…Tom Riddle. (GoF 336) 

His abhorrence for the impure blood can be seen much before he adopts his human form when in 

Chamber of Secrets he reveals to Harry his identity: 

You think I was going to use my filthy Muggle father’s name forever? 

I, in whose veins runs the blood of Salazar Slytherin himself, through 

my mother’s side? I, keep the name of a foul, common Muggle, who 

abandoned me even before I was born, just because he found out his 
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wife was a witch? No, Harry — I fashioned myself a new name, a 

name I knew wizards everywhere would one day fear to speak… (314) 

Thus, he acquires the name Voldemort which in French means ‘to steal from death’. Thereafter his 

obsession with death grips him as he attempts to achieve immortality by splitting his soul through the 

most vicious of all crimes, murder, as Slughorn says, “Killing rips the soul apart” (HBP 498). Thus, 

McEnvoy in ‘Heroism at the Margins’ states, “[i]n Tom Riddle, Rowling paints the picture of an 

unwanted, neglected child who grew up to lash out at the world that rejected him” (215). Thereafter, 

Voldemort gradually metamorphoses into a psychopath. According to Patrick and Patrick, a 

psychopath is one for whom “power and self-gratification are of sole importance” or “an individual 

who lacks the capacity to feel guilt or concern for others (empathy) and who is incapable of love” 

(230). This appropriately encapsulates the unfathomable abyss of darkness into which the character 

of Voldemort has descended, as Professor Quirrell, under the possession of Voldemort in 

Philosopher’s Stone, utters, “There is no good and evil, there is only power” (161). 

 

In this entire trajectory of Voldemort’s transformation from Tom Marvolo Riddle to the One Who 

Must Not Be Named, the most unwavering factor has been his constant fascination with death. Even 

as a child, when Dumbledore visits him at the orphanage, he remarks, “My mother can’t have been 

magic, or she wouldn’t have died” (HBP 275). This clearly indicates that he associates magic with 

death and unconsciously expresses his own wish through a disguised projection. His awareness of 

death and his willingness to continue to be can be discerned, in the Heideggerian context, as an 

attempt to ‘outstrip’ death, reflecting an inauthentic attitude of the being-towards-death. For 

Heidegger, death is “that possibility which is one’s ownmost, which is non-relational, and which is 

not to be outstripped” (BT 294). By ‘ownmost’, he means death is the closest and the most intense 

possibility that one can experience. It is ‘non-relational’ in the sense that none can substitute the 

experience of death so that it strips away all relations with others. It is ‘not to be outstripped’ 

suggests that at some point of time or the other, it has to be actualized by one; there can be no 

rejection or refusal to death. Voldemort fails to recognize this impossibility and embarks on his goal, 

that is, by his own conviction, “to conquer death” (GoF 339). However, the villainy he unleashes 

merely suggests the paralyzing anxiety of death that he suffers from and, therefore, projects. Peter 

Koestenbaum in The Vitality of Death: Essays in Existential Psychology and Philosophy observes, 

“[a]nxiety shows that we are in the presence of our supreme dread, anguish, angst” (126) while Rollo 

May in Man’s Search for Himself mentions, “[a]nxiety strikes us at the very ‘core’ of ourselves: it is 

what we feel when our existence as selves is threatened” (40). For Voldemort, the ‘supreme dread’ is 

death that compels him to seek immortality. However, Koestenbaum opines, 

To believe in immortality does not mean to have overcome the primal 

anxiety about our own death; it means that we have decided to make a 

strenuous effort – both psychologically and intellectually – to lead an 

existence which works constantly at convincing ourselves that the 

anxiety about our own death is unfounded and can be overcome. (10) 

Voldemort finally succeeds in finding a means to ensure he overcomes bodily death by splitting his 

soul into pieces and storing them into objects which Rowling calls ‘horcruxes’. In Half-Blood 

Prince, Professor Slughorn informs the inquisitive Tom Riddle that after the creation of a horcrux 

“even if one’s body is attacked or destroyed, one cannot die, for part of the soul remains earthbound 

and undamaged” (Rowling 497). Ironically, by going against the natural order, he not only weakens 

but also loses his being-in-the-world. Matthew McDonald in Epiphanies: An Existential 

Philosophical And Psychological Inquiry suggests that in the process of ‘becoming’ there has to be a 

harmonious coexistence among, ‘umwelt’, one’s relation with the immediate world, ‘mitwelt’, one’s 

sense of love and integration with others and ‘eigenwelt’, one’s relation with the self (247). When 

Voldemort splits his soul, he tears apart his integral tie with himself, fails to feel affections of love, 

pity or remorse, and when the killing curse rebounds because of the protective shield cast by Harry’s 

mother, Lily the day he tried to kill the child Harry, Voldemort’s body disintegrates and he enters 

into a future state of non-being. Although the most common interpretation of nonbeing is death, it 

can here also be explored in terms of living without the possibility to fulfil one’s potential: to live 

without existing. That existing in the form of non-being might be worse than death has never crossed 
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his mind and delineating his own plight, Voldemort states, “I was ripped from my body, I was less 

than spirit, less than the meanest ghost … but still, I was alive. What I was, even I do not know … 

(GoF 339). A similar glimpse of such an agonizing state of existence has been preluded in The 

Prisoner of Azkaban in the explication of a Dementor’s kiss: 

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 any more, no 

memory, no… anything. There’s no chance at all of recovery. You’ll 

just – exist. As an empty shell. And your soul is gone for ever… lost. 

(183) 

Voldemort too lives like a bodiless wanderer, thoroughly debilitated, left with only one power, to 

possess the bodies of others. Like a lost spirit he would lurk in search of bodies, preferably snakes to 

exist. Though after a while he becomes fortunate enough to possess Professor Quirrell for sometime, 

when he dies, Voldemort’s existence becomes threatened once again and he says, “I returned to my 

hiding place far away, and I will not pretend to you that I didn’t then fear that I might never regain 

my powers … yes, that was perhaps my darkest hour … (GoF 340) 

 

Years later when Voldemort does get a body and retrieves his lost being-in-the-world, he is described 

in bestial terms, 

Whiter than a skull, with wide, livid scarlet eyes, and a nose that was 

as flat as a snake’s, with slits for nostrils… […] His hands were like 

large, pale spiders; his long white fingers caressed his own chest, his 

arms, his face; the red eyes, whose pupils were like slits, like a cat’s, 

gleamed still more brightly through the darkness. (GoF 334-35) 

He has ‘become’ more like a non-human animal than a human being and according to Michael 

Inwood, “Non-human animals, for example, are to be understood ‘privatively’, as creatures that lack 

certain features that Dasein has” (88). His beastly being-in-the-world perhaps is, as Scott Sehon 

observes in ‘The Soul in Harry Potter’, “Rowling’s metaphor for what was happening to Voldemort 

on a deep emotional and moral level” (Bassham 33). The terror that Voldemort’s rise in power 

strikes is best elaborated by Sirius Black in Goblet of Fire, “You’re scared for yourself, and your 

family, and your friends. Every week news comes of more deaths, more disappearances, more 

torturing… […] Terror everywhere… panic… confusion…” (274). The evil in Voldemort reaches its 

pinnacle when tormenting a Death Eater, Avery he utters, “You ask for forgiveness? I do not forgive. 

I do not forget” (GoF 337). He fails to ‘feel remorse’ which perhaps could have cured him as 

Hermione points this out to be the only means to repair a ripped soul according to the Secrets of the 

Darkest Art. However, he has trodden in blood so deep, in evil so far that should he wade no more, 

returning would be as tedious as to go over, suspending him in a bottomless limbo of non-being. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Thus Voldemort’s metamorphosis into the evil lord of the wizarding world can be interpreted as an 

externalization of his death instinct, unleashing violence and outward aggression. In his desire to 

acquire immortality, he fails to identify the intrinsic worth of human life being crazed and obsessed 

with death. The paper, therefore, has traced the trajectory of Voldemort’s negotiations with the 

anxiety of death and his ‘non-being’ or flight from existence in the process of ‘becoming’. In the 

view of the literary critic and thing theorist, John Plotz, “objects or possessions turn into things only 

when they are located at troubling intersections between clear categories, thus defying ready 

classification” (Portable Property 25). Voldemort too, by becoming a part-object and a part-body, 

merely a receptacle of a soul which is severed of its moral value, like the other horcruxes, inhabits 

such a ‘troubling intersection’ between being and non-being.  
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