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Summary

This is the story of a chameleon who realizes that unlike other animals and plants, he does not have defining color. He
tries to find his color by blending in with other things but finds this doesn't work. Eventually he finds another
chameleon and together they live happily despite not having a single identifying color.

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

By Jenna Lenz

Leo Lionni's story about the color changing chameleon elicits questions related to the philosophical issues of identity,
change, friendship, and well-being.

On the chameleon's quest to find a way to stop changing color, he has labeled himself as different from the other
animals and acts as if this difference is socially unacceptable, thus isolating himself until he can solve his supposed
problem. This raises issues of conformity, identity, and personal appearance.

In philosophy, the term "identity" usually refers to some element or characteristic that makes an entity identifiable as
distinct from others, in this case visual appearance, and specifically the chameleon's inability to remain one color as all
the other animals do. Some identities are imposed by outside factors and others are adopted by the subject. There are
some philosophers who argue that identity is performed. Different actions we chose to act upon assert various aspects
of our identity; an example would be a 'feminine' act that conveys gender identity. Other schools of thought claim that
interpellation (recognizing oneself as the particular identity being called upon) constructs subjects, and therefore
identities. An individual who acknowledges and responds to someone calling their own name has identified themselves
as the subject and also the identity connected to that subject. Naturally, some philosophers argue that the formation of
identity is a mixture of both theories, and that the subject can pick which identities to emphasize depending on their
situation. The story can be used to create a discussion in which students can think about their own identities and how
visual appearance might define them. It can also be used to bring up social conformity; one could use the chameleon's
attempt to be like others to start discussion on fitting in with one's environment. What changes for the students
depending on their situation? The students might talk about change in behaviors, attitudes or clothing style in relation
to subject like popularity, their friends or what is socially appropriate for the situation.

In the end of the story, the chameleon has found another of his kind and no longer feels alone in the world. He has
found another chameleon who changes colors, just like him. The two chameleons decide to stay together and are
apparently happier for it. This turn of events raises the questions on the nature of friendship and one's happiness, or
well-being. According to Aristotle, having friends is a necessary condition to a person's well-being. Accordingly,
Aristotle philosophized about the different kinds of friendship that could exist. One of these types was known as
Friendships of Utility, or a friend relationship based on function and value to an individual. Is this the case for the
chameleon in our story? Is he only happy now that he has found a friend, or at least, someone just like him? It has
been argued that friendship has three necessary components: 'Friends must enjoy each other's company, they must be
useful to one another, and they must share a common commitment to the good'. Naturally, these are not universally
agreed upon notions and other arguments exist. Contemporaries have suggested that friendship is defined by the first
principle (friends must enjoy each other's company) and the idea of utility is difficult to mesh with friendship. Others
have argued that relationships, like friendship, are personal and voluntary but work within societal constraints of class,
gender, age, ethnicity, etc. and thus question the actual choice involved in making friends.

Is this the case for our chameleon? Has he only found a friend now that he has found a suitable social match? Is this a
selfish act on the chameleon's part, or in spending time together is it possible to create a friendship based on more than



similarity and innate social acceptance? Other questions for the discussion could include: "What are the foundations
for friendship?" And "Why do people make friends?"

The issue of friendship may also raise questions about the chameleon's lack of relationship with the other animals. Did
the chameleon never attempt to make connections; did he isolate himself in response to his own fears? Could the
chameleon have been friends with other, different animals? These questions can easily lead the children to thinking
about important questions regarding their own lives and relationships.

Questions for Philosophical Discussion

By Jenna Lenz, modified and augmented by Leo Heska

Identity

Unlike the other animals (elephants, parrots, etc), chameleons change color wherever they go. They change color to
match their surroundings.

1. How are chameleons different from other animals?
2. Why does the chameleon want to be only one color?
3. Why would the chameleon change himself to match something else?
4. Do you change clothes when you go different places?
5. Do you act the same way with your friends as you do with your parents?
6. Is a chameleon changing color the same as you changing how you act or dress? 
7. What are some ways you act differently in different situations?
8. If you act differently in different situations, are you still the same person?
9. Besides acting and dressing, do you sometimes change in other ways?

10. What are some ways you could act so that someone would say "he's a bad boy" or "she's a bad girl?"
11. If somebody calls you "bad," are they right?
12. If you act dumb, does that make you dumb?
13. If someone calls you "beautiful" or "handsome" or "ugly," are they right?
14. If someone calls you "short," are they right?
15. What if someone calls you names? Does that change who you are?
16. What if someone called you "king" or "queen?" What if everyone did? And really meant it? Would that change

who you are?
17. Have you ever changed how you look or act on purpose? 

   Give us an example of this and tell us if it was hard to do.
18. If you change how you act, does that change yourself?

Change

The chameleon stayed on the leaf in order to stay one color and stop changing.

1. The chameleon tries to stay on one leaf, and not move, so he won't change color. Does that work? 
2. Leaves change colors in the fall. Does that make them like the chameleon?
3. How do leaves move and how does the chameleon move?
4. What is it like going to new places?
5. Is it scary sometimes, going to a new place?
6. Can you tell us some places you went that were not scary?
7. Is it easier to stay in the same place and not change? 
8. Did you ever have the choice of where to go?
9. Did you ever have the choice of changing how you behaved, or not?

10. Tell us about a time when you did not want to change how you acted.
11. Tell us about a time when you changed how you acted, and that was good.



Friendship and Happiness

The chameleon eventually meets another chameleon (just like him) and they decide to stay together. The chameleon is
finally happy.

1. Why did the two chameleons decide to stay together?
2. Are friends important?
3. Why do people make friends?
4. Does everyone have friends?
5. Can your dad or mom or sister or brother be your friend? 
6. Does your friend have to be just like you?

Is it even possible for someone to be just like you?
Does your friend need to be at least a little bit like you?
How much does a person need to be like you, to be your friend?

7. How does a person need to be like you, to be your friend?
8. Is it easier to be friends with someone who is like you? 
9. Think of one friend you have. 

Tell us one way you are different. 
Tell us one way you are alike.
Why is this person your friend?

10. Is the reason you like a friend always the same, for all your friends?
11. What are some reasons people are friends with each other?
12. What is really important, for a person to be a friend?
13. What would make it, so that a person absolutely could not be your friend?
14. Is it hard to be friends with someone very different from you?
15. Could the chameleon have been friends with the other animals?
16. Would the other animals care that the chameleon changed colors?
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