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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~

\I

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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appearances p revent ing us from acqu iring know ledge . What,
then, is knowledge? Ph iloso phe rs normally take knowledge to
be some belief about the world that we have good ev idence for
and which is true. If w e cla im tha t "Sirius betrayed James and
Lily Potter" b ut late r discover th is not to be the case, we don't
think this cla im co unts as knowledge-even thoug h we
believed it on good evidence-precisel y beca use it is not true.
For a cla im to be knowledge it must be tru e .

This, naturally, raises the issue of w hat it means for so me­
thing to be true . Wh ile philosophers have debated for millennia
what the fu ll, proper account of truth is, many have sa id that a
true clai m is one that corresponds or march es up w ith external
rea lity- the co rre spondence theory of trut h. If Harry claims that
Sirius is an Animagus, then th is claim is true only if Sirius can
actually turn into a dog or some other anima l. Many ha ve added
to this v iew that a true cla im must also fit well or co he re with
the rest o f our beliefs. So me p hilosophers have gone further,
arguing that this cohe rence is not just a compone nt o f why a
claim is true , b ut is by itself enough to sho w that a cla im is tru e .
I!owever, a cla im might fit w e ll w ith o ur other beliefs wit hout
providing an accurate account of reality. For instance, before
Harry d iscovers the truth about Sirius, the bel ief tha t Sirius
betrayed Ha rry 's parents co he res we ll with Harry's other
beli efs-hut he soon find s out thi s claim is false . Still, coherence
does seem to he an important com ponent of recognizing the
truth of ~ l claim, So, Harry 's claim about Sirius being an
Animagus, if true , sho uld fit well w ith his other beliefs : that
there are such things as An imagi, that there's been a black dog
fo llowing him around , tha i Lup in and Ila rry 's father were also
Animagi, and so on .

A third account-newe st on the scene-is the pragmatic
account of truth. Develo ped hy C.S. Pe irce, William James, and
oth ers, this view looks to the usefulness of a claim, Tru th , 0 11

this view, is tied to the observab le outcomes we get w hen we
app ly our be liefs . So, the cla im that Sirius is an Anima gus would
he true because Harry can act o n thi s belief by seeking o ut Ill<'
bla ck dog that Sirius has transformed into and successfully find
Sirius. Like the coherence account, the pragmatic account poill t."
to an important co mponent of truth- true be liefs sho uld be li St ·

ful in some w ay and have S()l11e observa ble C( )f1SC( l l ICIH '(.·- 111 11

it fails to account for truth O il its ow n. A hdk{ tIll High LI1 ,..,(·,

migh t st ill be usefu l or have an observable outcome. For exam­
ple , while Harry believes Sirius to he dangerous , this belief is
useful. It also is confi rmed by Ha rry's experience up until he
discovers the truth in the Shriek ing Shack .

We can see w hy this d istinction between reality and appear­
ance ha s ca used such trouble. If it is possible for us to mistake
the images in the Mirror for the way th ings really are-or at least
be tempted to dwell on these images of o ur fulfilled desires as
a substitute for reality-then aren't we in da nger of confusing
a ppearance for rea lity and thu s failing to ga in knowledge?
Something that is a mere appearance and not rea l sti ll might
cohere w ell w ith other beliefs, hut becau se it is on ly a mere
appearance it won 't correspond to reality . And so, mere appear­
ance wouldn't he true , ancl wouldn 't he knowledge . This is why
1rumb ledore warns Harry that the Mirror cannot give knowl edge
or tru th , Our knowledge is a true acco unt of the wa y the w o rld
is . If w e fa il to iden tify the actual features o f the wor ld and
instead dwell on mere appearances, then w e fa il to rind k no w l­
edge or truth .

Descartes's Dreams

Philosophers from Plato fo rward have worried about this prob­
lem o f being able to d istingui sh appearance from rea lity. O ne
such philosopher w ho attempted to give a n acco unt of knowl­
l 'dge was the seve nteenth-century Fren ch philosopher Rene
I icscartes. One of Descartes's ma in concerns W~ I S to give an
.ucount of know ledg e that would n' t fa ll pre y 10 ske pticism- the
view that w e do not and cannot have know ledge. In his
M"ditations on First I'hiiosojJhy, Desca rtes tem pora rily adopts
t I l l' stance of the hard -core ske p tic in order to defeat skep ti-. ,
t 'ISIl I. ~

.I 11St like a good ske ptic, Descartes re jec ts all his he liefs and
ll pill ions if there is allY reason at all to doubt them. The reason
I " dou bt could be quite far-fetched-Descart es even ima gines
.111 Evil Demon who has the power to deceive some one into
ll dllk illg false things about matters w e thought were certain,

lhix 11 l;lkl's Descartes me-rely a metbodologk-al skeptic rather than a su b­
1,u uivc skc-prk-. who n -ully thluks 111I,: rl' is nothing to k no w or that we are

Jill ,Ip .d llt · I I I knowing it
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suc h as mathemat ics. Th is Demon co uld, for ins tance, make
someone believe that 2 + 2 ~ 5 or that a triang le has four angles.
Thu s, Descartes eve n doubts his mathemat ica l be liefs. In doubt­
ing so tho roughly and ex tensively , he is looking fo r so me belief
or ide a that is inca pable of be ing doubted. If he ca n find such
a belief-one without any possibility o f being false-Descartes
w ill have shown the skeptic to be wrong. We would know
someth ing not o pen to any doubt and we will have avoide d
mere appea rance by d iscove ring a tru e claim about reality. By
ra ising the standard of knowledge to the highest degree­
absolute certa inty-Descartes thinks he ca n discover the fou n­
dation o f knowledge in the face o f cha lle nges posed by
skepticism and the appea rance-rea lity d ichotomy.

Desca rtes thought that because of the ap pa re nt decep tion of
senses, rea lity co uld not be accessed through them. Descartes
w rites, "I noticed that the senses are sometimes decept ive and it
is a mark o f p rudence ne ver to place our complete trust in those
who have deceived us even once .".' If Descartes is right about
these deceptio ns, then they are potentia lly mere appearances,
an d not reality.

Dreams a lso raise the concern about the ap pearance-reality
dichotomy for Descartes. Often w hile dreaming, we are tota lly
co nvinced o f o ur d ream's rea lity. As Desca rtes says , "there are
no definit ive s igns by which to d isting uish bei ng awak e fro m
bein g asleep."·' We thu s mig ht often mistak e our d reams for rea l­
ity. Yet, we know that d reams a re just mere appearances and
cannot he an awa reness of reality; and therefore, cannot give LIS

knowledge. Moreover, even if we can actually distinguish bei ng
awa ke from d rea ming w hile we are awa ke, there is still the co n­
cern that we might confuse the appearances in ou r dreams for
rea lity and ta il to acq uire knowledge ."

Descartes's method eve ntua lly leads him to claim that the
fo undatio n of knowledge is kn owledge of his ow n ex istence.
Th is is his famous cogito ergo S II II1: I th in k, therefore , I ex ist.
Descartes argues that we cannot be dece ived in thi s idea; it can­
not be a mere appearance that I exist. It is "necessa rily true

3 Rene Descartes. Meditations on First Philosopby (Indianapol is: I lac-ken. 199.i ),

p. 14.
4 Ibid .
0; Aristotle . 0" Dreams ,j<l2;1.

ev e ry time I utter it or conceive it in my mind. '? To be deceived
or to see a mere appearance, I mu st first exist. Descartes thereby
thought he had found the ba sis fo r knowledge exempt from any
risk of e rro r.

Whether or not we fully agree with Descart es's acco unt, we
can agree that there is a real concern raised by this account that
so me of o ur experiences-for exam ple , dreams and hallu cina­
tions-might be confused for an authent ic awa reness of rea lity"
How ever, such experiences ca nnot give us knowledge because
know ledge is about reality, not mere appearances or del us ions.
And w hile we might not ge t or need the absolute ce rtainty that
Descartes is looking for , we should still be concerned that wha t
we cla im to kno w is tru ly kno wledge of reality. Th is is the heart
of Dumhledores warning about the Mirror of Erised . Like a
dream, the Mirror w ill not offer us an awa reness of rea lity, but
only mere appearance, preventing us from gaining knowledge
or truth .

The Experience Machine

The late American ph ilosophe r Hobert Noz ick provides another
way in w hich to examin e Durn bledorc's w~l rn i ng not to waste
away dreaming in the Mirror. Nozick asks us to consider a kind
of virtual rea lity ma chine- the Expe rience Machi nc-c-th.u a llo ws
us to experienc e wha tever kind or life we choose ." The Machine
provides us w ith realistic , lifelike , an d absolutely co nvincing
experiences. One might program it to offer the experience of
being the world 's grea tes t Q uidditch player, Wizard Chess
Champio n, or the Defense again st the Da rk Arts professor at
Ilogwarts . The Expe rie nce Machine can simulate what eve r so rt
of experience w e want, even program realistic and convincing
images of and interactions w ith w hatever significant others we

I, I )(,"!'cartes. Medi tations, p - 18.

Sec David Kelley, TI1e Eoidence of the Senses (B aton Rouge: Lou isiana State

I ln ivc rsity Press. 1986); Ayn Rand , Introduction to Object irist Epistem olow'
I New York : Meridian, 1990); and John Locke . An Es.w~J' ( :o lU...eruing Huma n
li"d,·'~tmuli"R (Oxford: Clarendon. 1979) , Book IV. Chapter XI for arguments
cutk-al of Descartes's account of sense-perception. dreams, and knowledge.
" t{ol 'K.,rt Nozick. Anarchy, State, and Utnpia (New York: Basic Book s. 197·0 ,
p I .i
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might desire . Moreove r, wh ile in the machine we wo uld n' t
kn o w we were in it, so we would not regret leaving ot he rs
be hind or reali ze that the experiences were no t authentic.

Wha tever expe rie nces w e choose , the Machine would re pli­
cate precisel y how these would feel "from the ins ide. "? If we
choose to fly in an enchanted ca r, we would feel the effects of
gravity, the acceleration forces, and see the open ex pa nse of
end less sky. The Mach ine would stimulate our bIO I ins in a way
that ma kes us th ink and feel as if we a re !lying a ca r. a b room­
stic k, or an a irp lane-if con ventiona l Muggle transportati o n

more suits our fancy.

To Plug In . . .

Nozick asks us w hethe r or not we shou ld be willing to pl ug into
the Experience Machine. Many o f us wo uld probab ly choose to
do so for recreational and en terta inment purposes-much like
o ne might use the Holodeck in Sta r 7i"d ,HI What No zick invites
LIS to consider, how ever, is not w hether w e would lise the
Machine fo r so me te mpora ry fun , but whethe r we would and
should be wi lling to p lug into it as a replacement for life? Would
we , like Cyphe r in Tbe Matrix" or Reginal Barclay in Sta r '/i"ek, 12

actually choose the Experi ence Machine ove r real life? If our
lives were ba d e no ug h, we probab ly would, un derstandably
enough. Why not en joy a p lea sura ble simulated rea lity rather
than suffe r a long, painful dea th from cancer? Moreover, if we
give more weight to w ha t William James ca lled "psychological
reality" (as o pposed to "meta p hysica l reality") , we would prob­
abl y e nte r the Exper ience Machi ne . Jam es characte rized suc h
reality as meani ng "sim ply relation to o ur emotional and active
life . . .. W hatever ex cites and stimulates our interest is rea l."!'

'J Ibid , p. 12.
111 Star Trek's Holodcck is kind of Experience Machine thai provides ent ertai n

meru and training opportunities for crews on long space voyages.
II Sec Will iam I rwin , cd. , 71Je M atrix fwd Pbilosopbv (Chi cago: Open Court,
2(02 ). In particular. "Skepticism, Morality. and 11Je .\I(1111x" by Gera ld J. Erion

and Barry Smith.
12 Star Trek: 71.Je Ne~\1 Generation, Episode 69, MHolIO\v Pursuits."
B William j ames . Tbe Princ ip les of Psycho/cWY ( C:tlllhri d~t' , j\ la ss;ld ll l ~t' Il "

Harvard Uni versity Press, 19HIl, p. 92·1.

Afte r a ll, our "friends" in the Experie nce Machine w ill seem to

treat us just the way we would like our frien ds to treat us. O ur
"re latio nsh ips" would be fulfilling and sat isfying to the greates t
degree given our sel f-imposed amnesia about o ur tru e situa tion.
So what pra ctica l d iffere nce is there , if any , between a life in the
Experience Mach ine and one o uts ide of it' If we go to o ur
graves without be ing the wiser, w hat was lost?

. . . Or No t to Plug In

Contrary to this view, however, there do seem to he some com­
pe lling reaso ns not to hoo k ourselves up to the Machi ne . The
most ge nera l reaso n might be that , like o ur co ncern in
Descartes's example of dreams, our ex pe rience would not he an
a urhe ntic o ne. Such a life is a life o f appearance and not rea lity;
and m o reover, "we want to connect w ith w hat is actually the
case ."!" Not co inc identa lly, those who do cho ose to p lug in to
these kinds of simulations are generally viewed as mak ing a
se rious mistake (Cyp he r in Th e Matrix) or as be ing s ick ( Ba rclay
is diag nosed with "Ilo lo-ad diction") , To see how the Exp erie nce
Machine relat es to Dumhledorc's wa rni ng , le t's look .u some of
the reasons Nozick gives for not plugging in.

Doing Certain Things

O ne reaso n that Noz ick cites for w hy we sho u ld n' t opt for the
l.xpc ricncc Machi ne is that "we wa nt to do ce rta in th ings, and
no t just have the ex pe rience of doing them ."]'; Living ou r lives­
not just dreami ng or th inking a bo ut that life- is vita lly impor­
LI nt. A deep ly authent ic life is so me thing that must be acti vely
lived . No matter how realistic a Q uidd itch simulator might he,
l larry wants to tly a real broom thro ug h a real sky and not just
think he's ex perienc ing tlying through a sky.

A d ist inctio n be twee n two kinds o f knowledge might he
helpfu l here . One kind o f knowledge invo lves expe rientia lly
" uninj; to kn ow something or so meone intima te ly and deep ly,

II l(ol lt'r1 Nozick. Inoariances (Cambridge. Massachusett s: H arvard University
1'1 ''''', zoon, p . 299.
., Rohert Noz lck. Anarchy. Slate, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974) ,
II 1'\
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where as another kind of knowledge invo lves co m ing to kn o w
propositio ns abou t th at th ing o r person . He rmione co uld have
read all the bo oks ava ilab le on Hogwarts and know a grea t
nu mber o f facts about Hogwarts, b ut without atte nd ing the
school, she would be m issing the important, experie ntial knowl­
edge of actually sitting in Snape's cla ssroom, avo id ing Peeves ,
and co nvers ing with Nearly Headless Nick . No matter how con­
vincing Nozick's Experience Machine is , it cou ld never really
offer us the genuine opportunity to know in the deeper sense
an y experi ence o r, fo r that matter, any othe r rea l person. The
Machine doesn't provide us with reliable e vidence for o ur
bel ids nor ca n we tell if our beliefs correspo nd to reality, All it
offe rs us is ap pea rance and not awa reness of rea lity, a nd so like
a dream, it precludes the kind of kn owledge we seek .

M oreover, if being v it1 110 1lS and pursuing valu es is impor­
tant- that is, essent ial for living and fl ou rish ing-e-the n it is bet­
te r tha t I lar ry act ua lly be honest or actuall y have integrity than
just to tb inls he is honest or has in tegrity. And it is bet te r that
I Ie rm io ne ac tua lly be successful in the pu rsu it o f her values than
merely to think she has achieved her values. Likewise, it seems
obv ious that it is be tte r to cast a defensive spe ll after one is
atta ck ed hy a Death Eate r than to merel y th ink o ne ha s. So , it is
not [ust that we w ant to do things; we need to do certain things
in order to live and flourish , Th e Experie nce Machin e danger­
o us ly cuts us off from ac tually doi ng anyt hing . All we experi­
e nce is ho w things feel from th e inside, we aren 't actually do ing
w hat w e wa nt and need to do . The M irror of Erised , similarly,
also seems to cut LIS off. Ron co uld watch himself wi n the
Q uidditch Cup , b ut he doesn 't just wa nt 10 watch this ha p pen ,
but do it himself.

Heilig a Certain Way

Nozick o ffe rs another reaso n w hy we sho uld not p lug into the
Experience Ma chine. H e says "w e want to be a certain " ray , to
be a certain sort of person ."16 For example, H ermion e \V~1I1ts to
be sma rt, wants to get good grades, and to know all the re is to
kn ow about wi zard ry , She wants to be th is kind o f person-not
just tbinle that she is this kind of person . When Ron looks into

to [hid.

the Mirror, he is excited to see himsel f as Head Boy. But Ron
wants to be Head Boy. He do esn 't wish for so me image in the
Mirror to be He ad Boy, but for he himsel f to be Head Boy.
Harry , s imilarly, wants to be with his pa rents-not be wi th so me
images o f them.

Even if the Mirror were a true Expe rience Machine and gave
Har ry or Ron an absolutely convincing and a li-enco m passing
experience, we would a rrive at the sa me problem, Nozick tells
LIS that there "is no answer to the question of what a person is
like w ho has long been in" the Expe rience Machine .'? If Harry
were plugged into a true Experience Machine . a nd while in it
had the ex perience o f becoming a world-famous Auror for the
Ministry o f Magic, catc hing Vok lemort a nd his followers. we ca n­
not as k if Ha rry wou ld be a good pt' rson for do ing these . Harry
isn't doing them and so the question makes li ttle sense. Once
again, we see that for experiences to he a uthentic. they need to
he based on an actual connection to reality and not mere
appeara nces ,

Ano the r useful d istinction that p hilosophc rx make is bet ween
being and beco min g. \X!e can be a certain wa y, as in being a
<J uid d itch pla ye r. We can a lso he t'ng;lgt'd in an act ivity or
process of beconJiJIl< a certain way, ~ I S Hon is as he IC:ll'lls to he
a bett er Keeper in Order oftb« Pluwni». W" can furth er rt'cog­
nize that part or heing a certain way req uires rh:u we hccome
rh:u way through some process. All interest ing example of this
is seen in Order oftbo Pboeni» w hen I larr y v iews his father as
:I student at H ogwart s through Professor Sn ~l pL" S l'c ns ic vc-s-a
magical device that can store o ne's memories. 11 ~ l vi ng alw ays
thought of his I' ll her as an adm irable a ncl moral perso n , I la rry
is sho cked and disappointed to sec a young James Potte r cru­
clly teasing and bullying :I you ng Snape. l .arer on, Sirius tells
I la rry tha t his father wa s "a good perso ll. A lot of people art'
idiots at the ag e of fiftee n . He grt'w out it" (01', p , 67 [ l. .lames
Pou cr, like all of us, needed to become the good perso n he was.
I it' co uld n 't just be insta ntly good, he had to grow up and work
.u becoming good . Moral maturity requires a process.

This view is somewhat like Aristotle's view that ctu la into­
ui« i r long-term, deep hap piness or nourishing-is something
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th at sho uld be cla ssed as an activity.!" To be ha p p y, in
Aristotle 's sense, req u ires that o ne be e ngaged in the k inds o f
ac tivities in w hich a rational a n ima l sho u ld be e ngaged . Being
good isn 't jus t someth ing someone is , it is something tha t o ne
must becom e a nd be in the p rocess of cons ta nt ly and cons is­
tently becoming . If we ignore the becom ing of life- by spend­
ing it dreaming away at the Mirror or in th e Experience
Machine-we ca n neve r be th e kind o f person we wa nt to be .
We ca n't beco me in the Experience Machine (or th e Mirror)
becau se w hile in th e Mac hi ne w e are just feeling and experi­
e ncing , not actuall y d eve loping o ur mora l chara cte r or e ngag­
ing in any activities.

Back to the Mirror

T he M irror of Erised raises s im ilar authenticity prob lem s for
Harry as the Experience Machine do es for us . Until Dumblcdorc
re vea ls to Ha rry th e mislead ing na tu re of the Mirror and warns
him of its false a llure, Harry proba bly belie ves th at the image of
his pa rents is more tha n an illusio n . What makes the ex perience
so mea ningful to Harry is that he thin ks he is ac tuall y see ing his
pa re nts and not just images o f th em. Find ing o ut tha t the pro­
jection o f his parents isn 't real w ill obvio usly dampen his e nth u­
sias m for visiting it. O ne suspects he 'll still be interested , but
probably only in the wa y he migh t look at old p hotograp hs.
Much o f the passio n a nd e xc ite me nt wou ld be gone, a nd rightly
so. The jo y he fe lt tha t first nig ht wou ld likely succumb to the
nostalgic sadness one feels w hile looking through an old year­
book. There 's a h uge d iffere nce in va lue attached to the experi­
e nce de pe nd ing o n w he the r it's an e xpe rie nce o f reali ty or not.
H arry m ight e n joy a recurring d ream he might ha ve , sa y o f leav­
ing the Dursleys for good, but he would not value th at dream
nearly as much as actually be ing ab le to do it. Truth , knowledge,
and the impo rtant va lues o f real relat io nships and authentic liv­
ing are W011h fighting for and hei ng passio nate about; a p pear­
ances and dece ptions , ina ut hentic re lationsh ips , and me rely
simulated living are not.

II> Aristotle, The I....'iccnnact n-an tithics ( )xl'()['( 1: O xf ml Uni ve-rsity I'H . ~ ~ , I tN HI,
Book 10, Chapter 0.

Heeding Dumbledore's Warning

So, wh ile the Mirro r o f Erise d is not exactly an Experience
Machine, both fail , in sim ilar ways, to meet our fu ndamental
need for a rea l connection betwee n o urse lves and the world .
No zick su ms th is up by say ing we want "to live (an acti ve ve rb)
o urselves , in contact w ith reality."!" In the Expe rience Machine,
one is not in contac t w ith reality but with the o utp ut of the
Machine . The sa me ap plies 10 the Mirro r of Erise d. We a re not
in contact w ith reality; instead, we are connected to images. We
cannot have a meaningfu l relat ionship wit h ;1 real perso n- all
we can have is an image of such a relation ship shown to us. We
ca nnot d iscover the fun damenta l tru ths about the world-all we
will get is an image of the discove ry . The Mirror and the
Ma chine, like dreams, might give us some enjoyable or pleasur­
able experiences, but also like dreams, they don't connect us to
real ity. Th is lack of causal connection between the experiences
and the world makes them inauthentic-and sho ws us why
Durnbledo re is right to warn Ha rry not to dwell on dreams and
the ima ges in the Mirror.

Still the Mirror d oes o ffe r us o ne truth- it shows us what we
actually deeply and despe ratel y d es ire . While our lives should­
n't be spent just in desire-satisfaction- as the Mirror of Erised
illustrates for us- we do have des ires that a re worthwh ile to
p urs ue and satisfy. For exa mple , bo th the des ire tor a long ,
happy relationship and a rewarding career seem to he very
important. That the Mirror can offer LIS some use fu l information
about our desires doesn't weaken Dumhledo re's w urn ing. \X'hile
we might he able to learn something from looking in the
Mirror-pe rhaps so mething important and shocking- we ca n­
not actu ally pu rsue or satisfy o ur worthw hile desi res in the
Mirror.

Though we might not he able to a rrive at the kind o f cer­
tainty that Desca rt es is looking li lr- know ledge beyond any
do ub t wha tso eve r- th e Mirro r o r Erise d a nd the Experience
Machine remind LIS that there arc things that w e do value ove r
othe r th ings , and rightly so . We care about hav ing real rel at io n­
ships, being virtuo us , and being successfu l in pursui t of va lues.

I'J Robert Nozk k. AI /tu d /v, .'I·/tI /e, and U/opia (New York : Basic Books, 1974),
p . ,ie;.
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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.

8

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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