
TIle Mirror of Eri.sed 93

7

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

5HAWN E. KI.EI

What is YOllr deepest desire? Maybe yOll know it and are actively
working to wards satisfying it. O r pe rha ps yOll do n't know wha t
it is or find YOllr desire to be like the Go lden Snilch-tleeting
and impossible to pin dow n. Maybe yOll th ink yOll kn ow , b ut
are m istaken and, in fact, it wo uld surprise, even shock you to
discover w hat you truly desired the m ost W hile introspection or
psychot herapy might allow Mugg les to disco ver their d esires ,
Harry Potte r has an easie r way. l ie can just loo k in the mirror.

The Mirror of Erised

In Sorcere r's Stoll e, Ha rry accidentally disco ve rs the Mirror o f
Erised in an unused classroom at Hogw .irts. He immediatel y
not ices the Mirro r's odd inscript io n: "Eriscd stra ehru oyt uhc
cafru oyr o n wohsi" (S5, p . 207), Th is is no ord inary mirror-lit­
tle surp rise in a wo rld w he re cars ca n tly and portraits talk. Whe n
Harry loo ks into it he d oes not see his own re flect ion, but instead
the images o f his mother and father smiling ba ck at him, even
waving ' l ie immediately loo ks aro und the room, but his parents
are not the re ; they're o n ly in the Mirro r. Harry, of course , is an
orpha n whose parents we re murde red by Vo lderno rt when I larry
was just an infant. 50 see ing them in the Mirro r fills him with
joy- albeit a joy mixed with sadness (55, p . 209) ,

Although Harry ha s no idea w ha t the po wers of th is un usu a l
Mirror are, he continues to sneak out to visit il- t' vell hrill~ill~
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Ro n to see it. O n h is th ird visit, Durn bledore is wa iting fo r Harry
at the Mirror, and he re vea ls its se cret to him . The Mirror, he te lls
Ha rry, "shows us noth ing mo re or less than the dee pest, most
desperate des ire of our hearts " (55, p . 213). It shows Ro n w hat
he always desired : to be out from his o lder brothers' shadows
and to o utshine them all . It shows Harry w hat he desired more
tha n any th ing : h is own parents. This makes se nse of the othe r­
wise inscrutable inscriptio n , for written back wards w ith
rearranged spacing it reads, "I show not your b ee but you r
heart 's d esire. "

Dumbledore's Warning

Afte r Dumbledore reveals to Harry what the powers of the
Mirror o f Erised are , he te lls him:

This mirror will give li S neither knowledge or /sic] truth. Men have
wa sted away before it, entranced by w hat LIH:y have seen, or be-e n
driven mad, not knowing if w hat it shows is real or even possible .
(55, p, 213)

lie goes on to w arn Harry that "it doesn't do to dwell on dreams
and forge t to live " (SS, p . 214), Du mhl cdo rc te lls I larry th .u the
Mirror w ill be moved and that I lany sho uldn 't go loo king for it
~ I ga i n ,

G oing mad and was ting ~l\va y are prospects about as .utrac­
li ve as a D ernen tor's kiss, hut w hy wo uld such a Mi rror produ ce
such outco mes? Why doesn't the Mirror o ff e r kn o wledge or
tru th? Lastly, w hy should w e heed Dumblcdorc's wa rn ing that it
is wrong to dwel l o n d reams'

Knowledge and Truth

Inunbledore hints that users o f the Mirror can confuse its
illlages w ith reali ty. This problem is an example o f the trudi­
tional distinction be tween a p pearance and rea lity that , in
ltcrtrnnd Russell's words, is "o ne of the distinctio ns that cause
IlIoSt trouble in philosophy."! At the ce nte r o f th is d istin ction is
, I COllce rn, o ne Durnbledore seems to share, abo ut mere

I lk rl l .llld I(ll....ell . nit' Problems oj l 'hi /osopby (New York : Dover, 1999'>, p. 2.
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All o f these require a kind of au thenticity and co nnec tion to
reality that the Mirro r o f Erised and the Experience Mac hine are
incapable o f p ro vid ing . An d so w e a rc right to take
Dumbledo re 's warning ser iously and not dwell o n d reams. It is
a warning we should all heed; it is the warning tha t p hilo so phy
mak es to all o f us. We shou ld p ursue knowledg e and tru th and
not linge r too lo ng in o ur dreams an d desires wh ile fo rge tting to
live and au thentica lly fulfill them.
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Kreacher's Lament: S.P.E.W.
as a Parable on Discrimination,
Indiffe rence, and Social justice

STEVEN \YI. PAlTERSO N

There 's an awful lot o f d iscrimin ation in the Harry Potte r se ries
of novels. Nea rly a ll of the time , the d iscriminatio n co mes ou t in
the behavior o f characte rs who a rc uneq uivoca lly ev il. Whe ther
it is Draco Ma lfoy 's classisr hatred o f the Weasleys, Voldcmort's
racist lust to destroy all "m ud h loods," Lucius Malfoy'» ma ltrea t­
ment o f Dobb y and other house-elves, or Do lo res lJmhridg e 's
xe nop ho bic d isdain for I lagrid , the message is clea r. d iscrimi­
nation is so me thing practiced by euil people . Nobo dy we would
co ns ider good discriminates. B UI is that St>' The an sw er to thi s
question , I thin k , turns on w ha t we think discrimination is.

In this chapter we shall explore this q uest io n by t"king "
clo ser look at the moral impa ct of d iscrimin.uion ag ainst house­
elves, and the respo nse to that discriminatio n launche d by
He rmio ne. the Soci e ty for the Promotio n o f Elfish Welfare ,
S.I'.E.\YI. for short. In the p icture it offers of ho w d iscriminatio n
can survive "below the moral radar," so to speak, o f good peo­
ple , the sto ry o f S,P.E.W. o ffers an inva luab le lesson for p lural ­
istic cultures suc h as o ur own, wh ich yet bear the social burde ns
that arc the legacy of discriminat ion. Th e main argume nt will
have th ree parts. First, by wa y of general introd uction, the con­
ce pt of discr imination will be outlined. Having settled the qu es­
tion of what d iscrimina tion means, morally, we will investiga te
the mora l basis for think ing that such d iscrimination is wrong.
Ne xt, we will co ns id,' , tiJ(' q uestio n of whethe r indiffe rence to
l il t' plight ( I f t l\( l~l ' \ ...111 1 li lt." discri mination is itsel f morall y
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