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Summary
Green Eggs and Ham is about a character named Sam-I-Am, trying to convince the other main character (who is 
never named) to try green eggs and ham. Sam spends most of the book suggesting different locations and dining 
partners, encouraging the unnamed character to try them. In the end the unnamed character relents, tries the 
green eggs and ham, and ends up loving them. 

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion
by Taiba Akhtar, slightly edited by Leo Heska 

Green Eggs and Ham, a much loved classic by Dr. Seuss, is not only fun to read, but also raises important 
questions about the relationship between beliefs and experiences. Sam-I-Am spends the entire book offering 
green eggs and ham to the other main character, who adamantly refuses to try the delicacy, as he does not like 
Sam-I-Am. Sam-I-Am offers to serve the dish in a number of different locations with a number of different 
partners. Sam's persistence succeeds in the end, when the other character finally caves in and tastes the green 
eggs and ham, only to find he loves themt, and will eat them anywhere and with anyone. He also overcomes his 
dislike for Sam-I-Am. 

This book raises the question of the role that experience plays in the formation of our beliefs. This topic is 
discussed in the area of philosophy known as the theory of knowledge or epistemology. Although the book 
raises the issue in regard to beliefs about food, the ideas can be applied to beliefs about anything. For example, 
we can taste something and decide that we don't like a particular food. However, in other case, we can simply 
read about something, slavery for example, and come to the conclusion that we do not want to be a slave. In this 
case, we did not need to experience slavery to decide that we don't want to be a part of it. 

There are two main positions that philosophers may take in this discussion, the first is that experience is 
necessarily in establishing our judgments. The second is claiming that sometimes experience may not be 
necessary to determine what we think, for we can rely on reason alone. 

Some philosophers might justify the narrator's actions by asserting that it is possible to dislike something even 
when you have not tried it. The fundamental idea is that it's possible to form judgments through reason without 
recourse to experience. For instance, we do not necessarily need to be in a car accident to decide that we do not 
want to experience one. 

Other philosophers may claim that experience is important when we are making judgments. They can use the 
unnamed character as an example, claiming that once he had tried green eggs and ham, he realized that he in 
fact loved the food. Here, philosophers are claiming that experience is necessary in establishing beliefs. 

The aim of the questions below is to get children thinking about the role of experience in establishing our 
beliefs. They should be thinking about when and where we need experiences to justify our beliefs, and when 
actual experiences are not necessary for the beliefs. The questions begin with a set of warm up questions, to get 
the children to begin thinking about the idea of judgments. 

Questions for Philosophical Discussion 
Getting Set

1. How many characters are there in this book? 
2. What are the names of the first two characters? (Answer: "Sam-I-Am" and the second character, the 

"main" character, is unnamed) 
3. Let's pick a name, a word, or a description we can use to talk about the second character. (Kids might 

suggest a name, or just call him "the other guy.") 

[In the questions below, use the word or name chosen, to refer to "the other guy"]



Preferences 

1. Why does the other guy not eat green eggs and ham? 
2. Do you think the other guy would have tried eating green eggs and ham if someone other than Sam-I-

Am was offering them? 
3. Is it fair to refuse to do something, just because someone you dislike likes it? 
4. Is it fair for Sam-I-Am to keep pestering the other guy to try green eggs and ham? Should he have left 

him alone, after the first time the other guy said he does not like green eggs and ham? 
5. Could it be a good decision, for you to refuse to do something, because of who is offering it?
6. Sam-I-Am gives the other guy a lot of options for eating green eggs and ham; choices, about where to 

eat them and whom to eat them with. Is it possible to like something 
• In one environment but not another? 
• With one person but not another? 
• At one time but not another? 

7. Is it possible to like something when you're in some particular mood, but not another? 
8. What if your mood changes? Can you just change your mood?
9. The other guy's mood, and his opinion, does change after he tries the green eggs and ham. Is this really 

possible? 
10.If it is, then could it make sense to not try something, because you know you might, or will, change your 

mind? Can you think of some examples? (An example could be, tasting some candy that you have heard 
is so good you will want to eat a hundred pounds of it.)

Experience 

1. Do you have to experience something to decide whether you like or dislike it? 
2. Have you ever tried something you thought you would not like, but you did like it? 
3. Have you ever not liked something the first few times, but then gotten used to it, and you did like it after 

a while?
4. How many times do you need to try something? 
5. Could there be some things you don't need to try even once, but you are sure you will not like them? 

(Examples: slavery, breaking your arm.)
6. How sure can you really be? 
7. Have you ever tried eating green eggs and ham?
8. The other guy says he does not like green eggs and ham. Do you think he has ever tried them? 
9. Can you think of examples where people in real life offer opinions about things, even thoug they have 

never experienced them? Why do they do this? 
10.At the end of the book, the narrator declares he likes green eggs and ham after trying them. Is it okay to 

change your mind about something? 

Reason 

1. Is it even possible to form opinions and ideas about things with having tried them? 
2. If you have not tried something, what do you need to do in order to form an opinion about it? 
3. Is it enough to base your opinions on what other people think? 
4. Is it enough to base your opinions on what other people say? (Mention commercial advertising.) 
5. Could it depend on when, where, and how they are saying it? (Think of an actor who does commercials, 

working versus at home with his or her family.)
6. If you make a judgment based on your own experience, is that a better, more worthy, more trustworthy 

judgment than an opinion based on reason? 
7. Give us an example of a judgment based on experience that is worse than one based on reason. 
8. Give us an example of a judgment based on reason that is worse than one based on judgment. 



Evidence 

1. Suppose Sam-I-Am says "This dish is made of fresh meat and eggs, both of which taste good." Is his 
statement evidence? 

2. What if Sam-I-Am says "This dish tastes good." Is that statement evidence?
3. What if you find out that ten people just like you did try the green eggs and ham, and they all decided 

they loved them? 
4. You smell the green eggs and ham and they smell yummy, and you can feel their heat. Call that "the 

evidence of your own senses." Can you trust it?
5. What is the difference between evidence and just some fact? (Trying here to get to justification, 

reasonableness, "it makes a difference in what you are justified/reasonable in believing.") 
6. If Sam-I-Am says "The water is wet," is that evidence? 
7. Is there any evidence that could convince you that you actually like green eggs and ham? 
8. A boy visited his aunt, who made him actually eat green eggs and ham. He did not want to! They looked 

terrible to him. But then when she made him eat them, he did like them. What do you think about that?

Original material from www.teachingchildrenphilosophy.org used and republished under Attribution-Non 
Commercial-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license. Some material added by Leo Heska and published under that 
same license. 

http://www.teachingchildrenphilosophy.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

