[ - - T———————.

7

The Mirror of Erised:
Why We Should Heed
Dumbledore’s Warning

SHAWN E. KLEIN

What is your deepest desire? Maybe you know it and are actively
working towards satisfying it. Or perhaps you don’t know what
it is or find your desire to be like the Golden Snitch—fleeting
and impossible to pin down. Maybe you think you know, but
are mistaken and, in fact, it would surprise, even shock you to
discover what you truly desired the most. While introspection or
psychotherapy might allow Muggles to discover their desires,
Harry Potter has an easier way. He can just look in the mirror.

The Mirror of Erised

In Sorcerer’s Stone, Harry accidentally discovers the Mirror of
Erised in an unused classroom at Hogwarts. He immediately
notices the Mirror’s odd inscription: “Erised stra ehru oyt ube
cafru oyt on wohsi” (SS, p. 207). This is no ordinary mirror—Iit-
tle surprise in a world where cars can fly and portraits talk. When
Harry looks into it he does not see his own reflection, but instead
the images of his mother and father smiling back at him, even
waving! He immediately looks around the room, but his parents
are not there; they're only in the Mirror. Harry, of course, is an
orphan whose parents were murdered by Voldemort when Harry
was just an infant. So seeing them in the Mirror fills him with
joy—albeit a joy mixed with sadness (SS, p. 209).

Although Harry has no idea what the powers of this unusual
Mirror are, he continues to sneak out to visit it—even bringing
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Ron to see it. On his third visit, Dumbledore is waiting for Harry
at the Mirror, and he reveals its secret to him. The Mirror, he tells
Harry, “shows us nothing more or less than the deepest, most
desperate desire of our hearts” (SS, p. 213). It shows Ron what
he always desired: to be out from his older brothers’ shadows
and to outshine them all. It shows Harry what he desired more
than anything: his own parents. This makes sense of the other-
wise inscrutable inscription, for written backwards with
rearranged spacing it reads, “I show not your face but your
heart’s desire.”

Dumbledore’s Warning

After Dumbledore reveals to Harry what the powers of the
Mirror of Erised are, he tells him:

This mirror will give us neither knowledge or [sic| truth. Men have
wasted away before it, entranced by what they have seen, or been
driven mad, not knowing if what it shows is real or even possible.
(SS, p. 213)

He goes on to warn Harry that “it doesn’t do to dwell on dreams
and forget to live” (SS, p. 214). Dumbledore tells Harry that the
Mirror will be moved and that Harry shouldn’t go looking for it
again.

Going mad and wasting away are prospects about as attrac-
tive as a Dementor’s kiss, but why would such a Mirror produce
such outcomes? Why doesn’t the Mirror offer knowledge or
truth? Lastly, why should we heed Dumbledore’s warning that it
is wrong to dwell on dreams?

Knowledge and Truth

Dumbledore hints that users of the Mirror can confuse its
images with reality. This problem is an example of the tradi-
tional distinction between appearance and reality that, in
Bertrand Russell’'s words, is “one of the distinctions that cause
maost trouble in philosophy.” At the center of this distinction is
a4 concern, one Dumbledore seems to share, about mere

! Bertrand Russell, The Problems of Philosophy (New York: Dover, 1999), p. 2.
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such as mathematics, This Demon could, for instance, make
someone believe that 2 + 2 = 5 or that a triangle has four angles.
Thus, Descartes even doubts his mathematical beliefs. In doubt-
ing so thoroughly and extensively, he is looking for some belief
or idea that is incapable of being doubted. If he can find such
a belief—one without any possibility of being false—Descartes
will have shown the skeptic to be wrong. We would know
something not open to any doubt and we will have avoided
mere appearance by discovering a true claim about reality. By
raising the standard of knowledge to the highest degree—
absolute certainty—Descartes thinks he can discover the foun-
dation of knowledge in the face of challenges posed by
skepticism and the appearance-reality dichotomy.

Descartes thought that because of the apparent deception of
senses, reality could not be accessed through them. Descartes
writes, “I noticed that the senses are sometimes deceptive and it
is a mark of prudence never to place our complete trust in those
who have deceived us even once.™ If Descartes is right about
these deceptions, then they are potentially mere appearances,
and not reality.

Dreams also raise the concern about the appearance-reality
dichotomy for Descartes. Often while dreaming, we are totally
convinced of our dream’s reality. As Descartes says, “there are
no definitive signs by which to distinguish being awake from
being asleep.”™ We thus might often mistake our dreams for real-
ity. Yet, we know that dreams are just mere appearances and
cannot be an awareness of reality; and therefore, cannot give us
knowledge. Moreover, even if we can actually distinguish being
awake from dreaming while we are awake, there is still the con-
cern that we might confuse the appearances in our dreams for
reality and fail to acquire knowledge.®

Descartes’s method eventually leads him to claim that the
foundation of knowledge is knowledge of his own existence,
This is his famous cogito ergo sum: 1 think, therefore, I exist.
Descartes argues that we cannot be deceived in this idea; it can-
not be a mere appearance that 1 exist. It is “necessarily true

\

3 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993),
P 14.

= Ihid.

5 Aristotle, On Dreams, 462a.
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every time I utter it or conceive it in my mind.” To be deceived
or to see a mere appearance, I must first exist. Descartes thereby
thought he had found the basis for knowledge exempt from any
risk of error.

Whether or not we fully agree with Descartes’s account, we
can agree that there is a real concern raised by this account that
some of our experiences—for example, dreams and hallucina-
tions—might be confused for an authentic awareness of reality.”
However, such experiences cannot give us knowledge because
knowledge is about reality, not mere appearances or delusions.
And while we might not get or need the absolute certainty that
Descartes is looking for, we should still be concerned that what
we claim to know is truly knowledge of reality. This is the heart
of Dumbledore’s warning about the Mirror of Erised. Like a
dream, the Mirror will not offer us an awareness of reality, but
only mere appearance, preventing us from gaining knowledge
or truth.

The Experience Machine

The late American philosopher Robert Nozick provides another
way in which to examine Dumbledore’s warning not to waste
away dreaming in the Mirror. Nozick asks us to consider a kind
of virtual reality machine—the Experience Machine—that allows
us to experience whatever kind of life we choose.® The Machine
provides us with realistic, lifelike, and absolutely convincing
experiences. One might program it to offer the experience of
being the world’s greatest Quidditch player, Wizard Chess
Champion, or the Defense against the Dark Arts professor at
Hogwarts, The Experience Machine can simulate whatever sort
of experience we want, even program realistic and convincing
images of and interactions with whatever significant others we

" Descantes, Meditations, p. 18.

" See David Kelley, The Evidence of the Senses (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1986); Ayn Rand, Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology
(New York: Meridian, 1990); and John Locke, An Essay concerning Human
Understanding (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), Book IV, Chapter XI for arguments
critical of Descartes’s account of sense-perception, dreams, and knowledge.

" Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974),
P A3
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might desire. Moreover, while in the machine we wouldn't
know we were in it, so we would not regret leaving others
behind or realize that the experiences were not authentic.

Whatever experiences we choose, the Machine would repli-
cate precisely how these would feel “from the inside.™ If we
choose to fly in an enchanted car, we would feel the effects of
gravity, the acceleration forces, and see the open expanse of
endless sky. The Machine would stimulate our brains in a way
that makes us think and feel as if we are flying a car, a broom-
stick, or an airplane—if conventional Muggle transportation
more suits our fancy.

ToPlhugIn...

Nozick asks us whether or not we should be willing to plug into
the Experience Machine. Many of us would probably choose to
do so for recreational and entertainment purposes—much like
one might use the Holodeck in Star Trek." What Nozick invites
us to consider, however, is not whether we would use the
Machine for some temporary fun, but whether we would and
should be willing to plug into it as a replacement for life? Would
we, like Cypher in The Matrix'' or Reginal Barclay in Star Trek,'?
actually choose the Experience Machine over real life? If our
lives were bad enough, we probably would, understandably
enough. Why not enjoy a pleasurable simulated reality rather
than suffer a long, painful death from cancer? Moreover, if we
give more weight to what William James called “psychological
reality” (as opposed to “metaphysical reality”), we would prob-
ably enter the Experience Machine. James characterized SL}Ch
reality as meaning “simply relation to our emotional and active
life. . . . Whatever excites and stimulates our interest is real.”"

? Ibid., p. 42. ;
10 Star Trek’s Holodeck is kind of Experience Machine that provides entertain-
ment and training opportunities for crews on long space voyages.

U See William Irwin, ed., The Matrix and Philosophy (Chicago: Open Court,
2002). In particular, “Skepticism, Morality, and The Matrix” by Gerald J. Erion
and Barry Smith.

12 Spar Trek: The Next Generation, Episode 69, “Hollow Pursuits.”

13 William James, The Principles of Psychology (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1981), p. 924.
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After all, our “friends” in the Experience Machine will seem to
treat us just the way we would like our friends to treat us. Our
“relationships” would be fulfilling and satisfying to the greatest
degree given our self-imposed amnesia about our true situation.
So what practical difference is there, if any, between a life in the
Experience Machine and one outside of it? If we go to our
graves without being the wiser, what was lost?

. . . Or Not to Plug In

Contrary to this view, however, there do seem to be some com-
pelling reasons not to hook ourselves up to the Machine. The
most general reason might be that, like our concern in
Descartes’s example of dreams, our experience would not be an
authentic one. Such a life is a life of appearance and not reality;
and moreover, “we want to connect with what is actually the
case.”™ Not coincidentally, those who do choose to plug in to
these kinds of simulations are generally viewed as making a
serious mistake (Cypher in The Matrix) or as being sick (Barclay
is diagnosed with “Holo-addiction”). To see how the Experience
Machine relates to Dumbledore’s warning, let’s look at some of
the reasons Nozick gives for not plugging in.

Doing Certain Things

One reason that Nozick cites for why we shouldn’t opt for the
lixperience Machine is that “we want to do certain things, and
not just have the experience of doing them.”® Living our lives
not just dreaming or thinking about that life—is vitally impor-
tant. A deeply authentic life is something that must be actively
lived. No matter how realistic a Quidditch simulator might be,
Harry wants to fly a real broom through a real sky and not just
think he’s experiencing flying through a sky.

A distinction between two kinds of knowledge might be
helpful here. One kind of knowledge involves experientially
coming to know something or someone intimately and deeply,

" Robert Nozick, Invariances (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 2001), p. 299.

" Robernt Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974),
P, 43,
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whereas another kind of knowledge involves coming to know
propositions about that thing or person. Hermione could have
read all the books available on Hogwarts and know a great
number of facts about Hogwarts, but without attending the
school, she would be missing the important, experiential knowl-
edge of actually sitting in Snape’s classroom, avoiding Peeves,
and conversing with Nearly Headless Nick. No matter how con-
vincing Nozick's Experience Machine is, it could never really
offer us the genuine opportunity to know in the deeper sense
any experience or, for that matter, any other real person. The
Machine doesn’t provide us with reliable evidence for our
beliefs nor can we tell if our beliefs correspond to reality. All it
offers us is appearance and not awareness of reality, and so like
a dream, it precludes the kind of knowledge we seek.

Moreover, if being virtuous and pursuing values is impor-
tant—that is, essential for living and flourishing—then it is bet-
ter that Harry actually be honest or actually have integrity than
just to think he is honest or has integrity. And it is better that
Hermione actually be successful in the pursuit of her values than
merely to think she has achieved her values. Likewise, it seems
obvious that it is better to cast a defensive spell after one is
attacked by a Death Eater than to merely think one has. So, it is
not just that we want to do things; we need to do certain things
in order to live and flourish. The Experience Machine danger-
ously cuts us off from actually doing anything. All we experi-
ence is how things feel from the inside; we aren’t actually doing
what we want and need to do. The Mirror of Erised, similarly,
also seems to cut us off. Ron could watch himself win the
Quidditch Cup, but he doesn't just want to watch this happen,
but do it himself.

Being a Certain Way

Nozick offers another reason why we should not plug into the
Experience Machine. He says “we want to be a certain way, to
be a certain sort of person.”'® For example, Hermione wants to
be smart, wants to get good grades, and to know all there is to
know about wizardry. She wants to be this kind of person—not
just think that she is this kind of person. When Ron looks into

19 Ihid.
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the Mirror, he is excited to see himself as Head Boy. But Ron
wants to he Head Boy. He doesn’t wish for some image in the
Mirror to be Head Boy, but for he himself to be Head Boy.
Harry, similarly, wants to be with his parents—not be with some
images of them.

Even if the Mirror were a true Experience Machine and gave
Harry or Ron an absolutely convincing and all-encompassing
experience, we would arrive at the same problem. Nozick tells
us that there “is no answer to the question of what a person is
like who has long been in” the Experience Machine.!” If Harry
were plugged into a true Experience Machine, and while in it
had the experience of becoming a world-famous Auror for the
Ministry of Magic, catching Voldemort and his followers, we can-
not ask if Harry would be a good person for doing these. Harry
isn’t doing them and so the question makes little sense. Once
again, we see that for experiences to be authentic, they need to
be based on an actual connection to reality and not mere
appearances.

Another useful distinction that philosophers make is between
being and becoming. We can be a certain way, as in being a
Quidditch player. We can also be engaged in an activity or
process of becoming a certain way, as Ron is as he learns to be
a better Keeper in Order of the Phoenix. We can further recog-
nize that part of being a certain way requires that we become
that way through some process. An interesting example of this
is seen in Order of the Phoenix when Harry views his father as
a student at Hogwarts through Professor Snape’s Pensieve—a
magical device that can store one's memories. Having always
thought of his father as an admirable and moral person, Harry
is shocked and disappointed to see a young James Potter cru-
¢lly teasing and bullying a young Snape. Later on, Sirius tells
Harry that his father was “a good person. A lot of people are
idiots at the age of fifteen. He grew out it” (OP, p. 671). James
Potter, like all of us, needed to become the good person he was.
He couldn’t just be instantly good; he had to grow up and work
at becoming good. Moral maturity requires a process.

This view is somewhat like Aristotle’s view that eudaimo-
nia—or long-term, deep happiness or flourishing—is something

7 Ibid.
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that should be classed as an activity.’ To be happy, in
Aristotle’s sense, requires that one be engaged in the kinds of
activities in which a rational animal should be engaged. Being
good isn’t just something someone is, it is something that one
must become and be in the process of constantly and consis-
tently becoming. If we ignore the becoming of life—by spend-
ing it dreaming away at the Mirror or in the Experience
Machine—we can never be the kind of person we want to be.
We can’t become in the Experience Machine (or the Mirror)
because while in the Machine we are just feeling and experi-
encing, not actually developing our moral character or engag-
ing in any activities.

Back to the Mirror

The Mirror of Erised raises similar authenticity problems for
Harry as the Experience Machine does for us. Until Dumbledore
reveals to Harry the misleading nature of the Mirror and warns
him of its false allure, Harry probably believes that the image of
his parents is more than an illusion. What makes the experience
so meaningful to Harry is that he thinks he is actually seeing his
parents and not just images of them. Finding out that the pro-
jection of his parents isn't real will obviously dampen his enthu-
siasm for visiting it. One suspects he’ll still be interested, but
probably only in the way he might look at old photographs.
Much of the passion and excitement would be gone, and rightly
so. The joy he felt that first night would likely succumb to the
nostalgic sadness one feels while looking through an old year-
book. There’s a huge difference in value attached to the experi-
ence depending on whether it's an experience of reality or not.
Harry might enjoy a recurring dream he might have, say of leav-
ing the Dursleys for good, but he would not value that dream
nearly as much as actually being able to do it. Truth, knowledge,
and the important values of real relationships and authentic liv-
ing are worth fighting for and being passionate about; appear-
ances and deceptions, inauthentic relationships, and merely
simulated living are not.

% Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998),
Book 10, Chapter 6.
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Heeding Dumbledore’s Warning

So, while the Mirror of Erised is not exactly an Experience
Machine, both fail, in similar ways, to meet our fundamental
need for a real connection between ourselves and the world.
Nozick sums this up by saying we want “to live (an active verb)
ourselves, in contact with reality.”'? In the Experience Machine,
one is not in contact with reality but with the output of the
Machine. The same applies to the Mirror of Erised. We are not
in contact with reality; instead, we are connected to images. We
cannot have a meaningful relationship with a real person—all
we can have is an image of such a relationship shown to us. We
cannot discover the fundamental truths about the world—all we
will get is an image of the discovery. The Mirror and the
Machine, like dreams, might give us some enjoyable or pleasur-
able experiences, but also like dreams, they don't connect us to
reality. This lack of causal connection between the experiences
and the world makes them inauthentic—and shows us why
Dumbledore is right to warn Harry not to dwell on dreams and
the images in the Mirror.

still, the Mirror does offer us one truth—it shows us what we
actually deeply and desperately desire. While our lives should-
n't be spent just in desire-satisfaction—as the Mirror of Erised
illustrates for us—we do have desires that are worthwhile to
pursue and satisfy. For example, both the desire for a long,
happy relationship and a rewarding career seem to be very
important. That the Mirror can offer us some useful information
about our desires doesn’'t weaken Dumbledore’s warning. While
we might be able to learn something from looking in the
Mirror—perhaps something important and shocking—we can-
not actually pursue or satisfy our worthwhile desires in the
Mirror.

Though we might not be able to arrive at the kind of cer-
tainty that Descartes is looking for—knowledge beyond any
doubt whatsoever—the Mirror of Erised and the Experience
Machine remind us that there are things that we do value over
other things, and rightly so. We care about having real relation-
ships, being virtuous, and being successtul in pursuit of values.

19 Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974),
p. 45
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All of these require a kind of authenticity and connection to
reality that the Mirror of Erised and the Experience Machine are
incapable of providing. And so we are right to take
Dumbledore’s warning seriously and not dwell on dreams. It is
a warning we should all heed; it is the warning that philosophy
makes to all of us. We should pursue knowledge and truth and
not linger too long in our dreams and desires while forgetting to
live and authentically fulfill them.
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Kreacher’s Lament: S.P.E.W.
as a Parable on Discrimination,
Indifference, and Social Justice

STEVEN W. PATTERSON

There’s an awful lot of discrimination in the Harry Potter series
of novels. Nearly all of the time, the discrimination comes out in
the behavior of characters who are unequivocally evil. Whether
it is Draco Malfoy’s classist hatred of the Weasleys, Voldemort's
racist lust to destroy all “mudbloods,” Lucius Malfoy's maltreat-
ment of Dobby and other house-elves, or Dolores Umbridge’s
xenophobic disdain for Hagrid, the message is clear: discrimi-
nation is something practiced by evil people. Nobody we would
consider good discriminates. But is that so? The answer to this
question, I think, turns on what we think discrimination is.

In this chapter we shall explore this question by taking a
closer look at the moral impact of discrimination against house-
clves, and the response to that discrimination launched by
Hermione: the Society for the Promotion of Elfish Welfare,
S.P.E.W. for short. In the picture it offers of how discrimination
can survive “below the moral radar,” so to speak, of good peo-
ple, the story of S.P.E-W. offers an invaluable lesson for plural-
istic cultures such as our own, which yet bear the social burdens
that are the legacy of discrimination. The main argument will
have three parts. First, by way of general introduction, the con-
cept of discrimination will be outlined. Having settled the ques-
tion of what discrimination means, morally, we will investigate
the moral basis for thinking that such discrimination is wrong,.
Next, we will consider the question of whether indifference to
the plight of those who suffer discrimination is itself morally






