Time Travel in Harry Potter
Starter 
Think about the following questions:
If you could travel back in time, what would you do?

1. Can you think of any films or books involving time travel?

2. Can you think of any dangers involved in time travel? 

	The science bit …

The science behind time travel is complicated and, at this stage, theoretical. The physicist Stephen Hawkins refers to wormholes, very tiny ‘tunnels’ all around us, occurring in nooks and crannies in space and time, and linking two different places in space and time. In theory, if we could enlarge them enough for a human or spaceship to enter, then they could take us to distant planets. Alternatively, if both ends were in the same place and separated by time instead of distance, then one could enter and come out in the same place but in a different time. 




It is not the science that we are going to be concerned with here, but rather the philosophical implications of time travel. 
In Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, Hermione is given a time-turner necklace by Professor McGonagall so that she can attend more classes, effectively attending two classes running at the same time. At the end of the film, Dumbledore suggests she and Harry use it to travel back and save Buckbeak (Hagrid’s  hippogriff) and Sirius Black from execution.  He tells Hermione:
“Mysterious thing, time. Powerful, and when meddled with, dangerous. Sirius Black is in the topmost cell of the dark tower. You know the laws, Miss Granger. You must not be seen, and you would do well, I feel, to return before this last chime. If not, the consequences are too ghastly to discuss. If you succeed tonight, more than one innocent life may be spared. Three turns, should do it, I think.” 

Hermione also stresses the danger of being seen to Harry:
“Awful things happen to wizards who meddle with time. We can’t be seen.”
Activity One
1. Why do you think it is so important not to be seen if one were to travel back in time? 

In fact, when Harry and Hermione travel back in time, they don’t actually change anything, but rather they ensure what happened in the first place does actually happen. For example, the reason Harry, Ron and Hermione leave Hagrid’s hut is because a stone is thrown through the window (although they do not know who threw it). It is Hermione herself who throws the stone when she has travelled back. 
But what if things had changed?
Activity Two
1. At the start, you were asked to think about what you would do if you could travel through time. Now focus on travelling backwards only. Would you observe or would you change something?

2. What would be the implications of changing something about you? 

3. What would have happened if the stone Hermione threw through the window accidentally killed her? 

	Philosophical Application:

The novelist Rene Barjavel introduced a paradox associated with time travel, known as the ‘Grandfather Paradox’. 

Imagine you travelled back in time, and killed your grandfather when he was a child. This means that your grandfather was unable to meet your grandmother and give birth to your mother (or father) and you would never have been born. But then you would not exist to go back and kill your grandfather. But then you would exist after all, and could go back and kill your grandfather …

What if you went back in time and killed yourself as a baby? Could this happen? 




Ideas for further lessons
Activity One
Dependent on age, students could discuss some responses to the Grandfather Paradox. One of these involves parallel universes. When they kill their grandfather (or their infant self) the time-traveller creates a parallel universe in which they were never born. 

Activity Two
Students could discuss the moral implications of ‘meddling’ with the past. For example, would we have an obligation to kill Hitler if we could? Or should we allow events to play out without our intervention?

Note for teachers: There is fun clip on the Grandfather Paradox produced by the Open University as part of the 60-Second Adventures in Thought series. See:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6RjjaEy59I 

