
The Mirror That Showed People

A Story Module, or Book Module, by Leo Heska 
for discussion with Young Philosophers

Note

This module may be used as a Story Module, in which case you may assign the Young Philosophers to read
the version retold by me (or other text as you wish). Or you may use this module as a Book Module, using
a physical book, reading it out loud to them at the beginning of the session. I have read the book The
Chinese Mirror by Mirra Ginsburg and Margot Zemach; it's good. Another title you may find suitable is The
Mirror: a Korean Folktale by Alison Helfer and Johanna van der Sterre. Robert Fisher's book Stories for
Thinking contains another version. There are many other versions both online and published in printed
collections of folk tales. All of them that I have read are shorter than my retelling/version.

Summary

A young villager living in old Korea goes to the capital city. There he finds a mirror; he has never seen nor
heard of a mirror before. Enchanted by it, he brings it home and hides it away. His wife finds it, and soon
she, his mother and father, and others are cast into confusion and disarray. At the end of my version of the
story he gives the mirror to the only person who seems like she can handle it - a small girl. Other versions
of the story vary, contain different characters, and end differently.

Warm-up questions

Standard questions 

1. Who has read all of the story?
2. (If some admit to not having read all of it) How much of the story did you read?
3. Who can summarize the story for us? 
4. Does this story have a moral? If so, what is it? Do you agree with it?

Story questions [answers based on version by Leo Heska]

1. What was the young man's name?  [Chiwon]
2. What was his pretty wife's name? [Yoon]
3. Where did he (Chiwon) go, and what for? [Seoul, to take the Imperial Exam or Kwago]
4. What did she ask him for? [comb]
5. How did she try to remind him? [Look at the moon]
6. Why did she have to think of a way to remind him, so he would remember? [He was absent-minded,

she couldn't write him a shopping or "honey-do" list]
7. What did he buy?
8. Did he buy it for his wife? [There is no certain answer to this - maybe he bought it with her in mind,

or just forgot her, and/or bought it for himself, and/or just bought it.]
9. What did he do with it?

10. Why did the people who looked into the mirror react as they did?

Guidelines for philosophical discussion

There are many variants of this story and you will need to tailor your questions depending on which version
you use. Therefore it is even more important than usual to actually read the story, and then to review the
Questions for philosophical discussion, before meeting with the kids. Otherwise you stand a pretty good
chance of posing to them questions that make no sense and/or are of no value.



In groups I have led, we typically use Story Modules, along with pre-assigned readings, for older children.
We typically use Book Modules with younger children, meaning that they have no reading assignment and
just show up, and we read them the book. But that is not the only way things could be done. So in this
case, questions could be used either with older or younger children. Consider the discussion-sparking
questions carefully before using them, and omit bringing up some of the thornier or more emotionally
difficult questions with younger children, as appropriate.

The primary theme in this story is identity. To others, our appearance is very important in judging "who we
are." But if we do not know our own appearance, what is the implication of that? Is the injunction "know
thyself" really possible in such a situation? Must we remain ignorant of this apparently important aspect of
who we are? Or might we actually be better off in such a situation because it requires us to get "reflection"
by asking others? How accurate are the various "reflections?" What if the mirror tells you are beautiful, or
ugly? Is beauty really only skin-deep, and could the reflection therefore mislead you? For example by
making you think you are less attractive than other people actually find you to be? Would it then follow
that you would start to doubt people when/if they say nice things to and about you, and/or say that they
find you attractive? Can a person really describe themselves? Do they need to interact with other humans
to do so? What happens if your description of yourself does not match what others say? Might you learn
from this? What about if they are wrong, for example if they are prejudiced, hateful, sexist? Or if they
simply don't understand you? Or if they have an agenda, such as they don't like you because you like
someone they dislike?

The topic of personality and what it means to be "you" may be discussed, especially in conjunction with the
visual aspects of this story. 

Once you introduce a mirror into a person's life, this does literally give them a capacity for self-reflection.
The old man did not know he was the spitting image of his own father. In other variants of the story, the
mother-in-law is very bossy, rude, pushy, ill-tempered. But she doesn't fully realize this until looking into
the mirror. In this version the man in the street passing by kind of experiences somethng similar when he
sees a "bully" in the mirror. Suppose someone has a false idea of himself, for example thinking that he's
patient, kind. Could the mirror tell him differently, the truth? Is this enlightenment? Like a wake-up call?
What happens once you get used to the mirror, say in about a month, or a year? Does a person start to
disregard what would have been a wake-up call or message? You can discuss the persistency of self-image,
for example how a haughty woman might not see herself as others do, but instead just think she looks
"dignified." You can also discuss "mirror-gazing" as a synonym for narcissism. And of course you may
discuss whether the mirror only reveals surface aspects, like beauty being only skin-deep. Does the image
in a mirror, that is, your visual appearance, say anything about a person besides physical beauty? Some of
the characters in the story display and react to other things than facial structure. For example the man
passing by who helps the boy, who sees a bully in the mirror. Is there a particular way a bully looks?

Suppose there were a "complete knowledge" mirror of some sort that actually gave you complete
recognition of the totality of yourself? This might be a little heady for children so go carefully here; the idea
is, perhaps there are aspects of oneself (like cruelty, heartlessness, willingness to exploit) that would
overwhelm a person if they really understood how they truly are. This actually happens in real life -
sometimes a trusted friend might tell another "Look, dude - you were really cruel just then." But what if this
kind of knowledge were available to you 100%, immediately and all the time? And what about if it were
available to others? So you could see and know everything about a person? 

Modernity versus traditional culture may be discussed. It is easy to make fun of "ignorant peasants" who
can't even recognize themselves in a mirror. But how should they know? Are there things we might not
know, and could we even imagine something that we don't already know? Children could imagine that we
all suddenly have x-ray vision and see each other's skeletons, bones, instead of surface things. Would you
recognize yourself? Or your own mom or dad? Be able to tell them apart from other people? Could there be
other kinds of things such that we might seem like those ignorant peasants? For example, habits of thought
or ways of looking at the world? Imagine a future in which the first consideration anyone thinks of is
(ecology, color-coordination, symmetry, speaking in rhymes, speaking a different language, always using a
particular number of syllables...) Would it be easy to "just fit in?"



In some versions of the tale, the mirror is smashed in the end. It's a Korean tale and I have read that this,
in Korean culture, is a portent or a symbol. For example, it can represent a broken promise, or spell future
misfortune to the owner of the mirror, or to the giver of it, if they give a present which is then smashed. In
my version of the story I don't have the mirror being smashed but you could discuss this with the children.
If the mirror is smashed, is that like smashing the bad luck that it has caused? Could the new-found
knowledge actually go away if some one of the characters smashed the mirror? Is breaking a mirror bad
luck?

Questions for philosophical discussion

Identity

1. When you see someone, do you pay attention to how they look?
2. If it's a new person, someone you haven't met before, do you try to figure out what they're like?

Could you stop yourself from doing this, even if you wanted to?
Do you think that children are better or worse at this, than grownups? For example, what if
someone is very ugly?

3. If you are seeing someone whom you already know, do you pay attention to how they look?
What if they look tired, or sad, or dirty? Do you just ignore that?

4. Is it important to know yourself? Meaning, to understand what you are really like?
5. Could you do this alone? For example, could you ever know that you are mean, or impatient, if you

did not interact with anyone?
6. If appearance is important in knowing or understanding someone, then what about if you live in a

world with no mirror? 
Could you understand yourself?
What might be some limits to your understanding?

7. Can you actually know yourself better by paying attention to what others think of you?
8. Is beauty really only skin-deep?
9. If beauty is just a little deeper than just skin deep, for example if it also depends on your bone

structure and muscles in your face, is this still only "surface?"
10. What about someone who goes around with a grump look on their face all the time? 
11. What would happen if you think you are less beautiful or handsome, than other people think?

Would you start to distrust people, and/or think that they are liars?
12. What about non-surface stuff, like being generous or stingy, hateful or loving, nice or mean?

What if you think you are different in these respects, than what other people say about you, or
tell you?
What if they are wrong? Could you know, and how?
What if they are prejudiced or hateful, or sexist? 
What about if they want you to be something different than you are, or act differently than you
want to? Can you trust their judgment then?
What if they don't like you just because you like someone that they dislike?

13. How much of "us" is our role (breadwinner, stalwart support, comforter, disciplinarian)?
Do these things make "us" "us?"
Or are we really "what we are "on the inside?"

14. Does it matter? Think of the following examples:
Somebody in a workplace, or a slave, forced to act and "be" a certain way by the boss or
overseer or master.
A child in a boarding school, like Dickens and others describe, forced to behave and speak in
certain ways.

Do these people have public identities and private, personal identities?
15. In situations where people are not seriously oppressed (that is, made to behave in certain very strict

ways, follow strict rules), different people do act and behave differently even though they may have
the same role. 

Can you think of some examples? [Teacher, cashier, judge, police.]
Should this be?
How far can this go? For example, could a merciful person be a police officer or jail guard and



let everyone go?

Self-reflection, understanding, knowledge of self and of others

1. Does Yoon know that she is jealous?
2. Was she jealous before she looked into the mirror?

Did the mirror make her jealous?
Would the mirror have this effect on everyone? Did it?
Does Yoon learn anything about herself from the mirror?

3. Thinking about yourself is called "self-reflection." 
How is this like real reflection?
How is it diferent?

4. The old man, that is, Chiwon's father, did not know he looked like his own father.
Do you think that he knew he was old?
Do you think that this would matter?
Might it be better for him if he did not know?

5. In some versions of this story, Yoon's mother-in-law, that is, Chiwon's mother, is very bossy, rude,
pushy, ill-tempered. But she doesn't fully realize this until looking into the mirror.

1. Would it be better or worse for a person like that to know?
2. Do you think that they would know, if they looked in the mirror?
3. Do you think that they might just deny it?

6. The man in the street sees a mean bully in the mirror. 
Suppose he thought of himself as a patient, kind person. Could the mirror tell him differently,
the truth? 
Is this enlightenment? Like a wake-up call? 
Do you think he would change his mind about himself? Get a different idea of what he is like?

7. What happens once you get used to the mirror, say in about a month, or a year? 
Do you think a person might stop paying attention to the mirror?
If a person really, really thinks that they are a great, wonderful person, might they go on
believing this, and deny what the mirror says?
Might a haughty woman not see herself as others do, or as the mirror does, but instead just
think she looks "dignified?"

8. Could a person spend too much time looking into the mirror?
Do you know the story of Narcissus? What happened to him?

9. Is there a particular way that a bully looks?
10. Could a person ever mistake that look for something else?

Maybe on purpose?
11. Imagine a "complete knowledge" mirror, or maybe a machine of some sort that really, completely

showed you just as you are? Including all the most private, secret details?
What about if a person has some cruelty, or meanness, in them? Would this be good to know
about yourself?
Might it be more comfortable for you if you could just pretend or ignore?
What if that same knowledge were available to others, not just yourself?

12. Does something like this already exist? For example, what if a trusted friend comes to you and tells
you something about yourself that is not very nice? Like saying to you "You were mean just then to
Sally?"

What are some of the choices a person has, in such a situation?
Could a "complete knowlege" mirror or machine ever really exist? Or are some of these things
matters of judgment, not something any machine could ever show?

Ignorance, humor

1. Is it funny, what happens to the characters?
2. Are they funny because they are ignorant?
3. Is it the characters who are funny, or the events that happen?
4. In some versions of the story, Yoon's mother-in-law, that is Chiwon's mother, is mean. Does this

make her distress and confusion funnier?



5. Do we laugh at someone who is helpless, and pitiful?
6. What makes the difference?
7. Is it OK to laugh at someone if they don't know you are doing it?
8. Does laughter separate you from the person you're laughing at?

Or does it maybe bring you closer?
How might that happen?

9. Does it even make sense to think about laughter like this? Or should we just "lighten up" about it?

The dark side of humor - mean old lady is suddenly shocked to see how she is, really.

New knowledge, modernity

It is easy to make fun of "ignorant peasants" who can't even recognize themselves in a mirror. 

1. But how should they know? 
2. Is it their fault that they don't?
3. Are there things we might not know?
4. Can we even imagine something that we don't already know? Or is this impossible?
5. Try to imagine that we all suddenly have x-ray vision and see each other's skeletons, instead of

surface things like skin and eye color.
Would you recognize yourself? 
Would you recognize your own mom or dad? 
Would you be able to tell them apart from other people their same size? 

6. Could there be other kinds of knowing, or ways of looking at the world, that we have not learned? So
that we might seem like those ignorant peasants? 

7. Imagine a future in which all anyone thinks about, or what they think is most important, is
ecology
color-coordination
symmetry
speaking in rhymes
speaking a different language
always using a particular number of syllables or a particular cadence
how well you can dance

Would it be easy to "just fit in?"

Luck, omens, fate, destiny, predestination

In some versions of the tale, the mirror is smashed in the end.

1. In Korean culture to break a mirror can be a sign of something that will happen in the future.
Is it bad luck to break a mirror?
Is it bad luck for the owner of the mirror?

2. Suppose the mirror were a givt. Could it mean something bad if the person who got the gift mirror,
breaks it?

3. In Korean literature, breaking a mirror can also be a symbol of something else; for example, a broken
promise.

What kind of promise might be broken, if the mirror were broken, in this story?
Do you think that the little girl, at the end of the story, has a promising future?

4. Could the new-found knowledge that these characters in the story have gotten, actually go away if
some one of the characters smashed the mirror?
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