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Summary

Gus is a Tree tells the story of a boy who falls asleep underneath a tree in his school, and dreams he is a tree. His
dream seems so incredibly real that, while he is asleep, he believes he is a tree. When he wakes up, he realizes he is a
boy.

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

by Andrea Abudayeh, edited by Leo Heska 

Gus is a Tree deals with the philosophical concept of skepticism. The book tries to determine what reality is, and what
exists only in the imagination. Every child has a vivid imagination, and odds are they have experienced vivid dreams
or imagined something that at the moment seemed real to them. You can try introducing the subject of skepticism to
the children by tying it to the book by asking them how Gus knew what was real. When he was dreaming he was a
tree, he thought that was the reality, and when he was awake, he thought being a boy was the reality. How do you
reconcile these seemingly opposing points of view? 

By asking the children to define reality and admit plausibility of doubting their senses, we are successfully introducing
them to skepticism. The concept of skepticism may be very abstract but you might ease them into it with the first
question set, designed to ask the children to question what is real. Have they ever had a dream that seemed very real?
The questions and discussion ease them into the more abstract questions about the meaning of reality. Can you ever be
sure you are not really dreaming? 

The following question sets attempt to make the children question reality and their senses, teaching them that reality is
in fact very relative. If when you are dreaming a particularly vivid dream that seems to be the reality, how can you be
sure that this is not an incredibly real dream? This is similar to Descartes' Meditations on First Philosophy. The only
thing you can know to be true is that you exist. Anything else you can logically doubt. A sound argument for doubting
anything else can be created, but no matter how hard you try, you cannot make a valid or sound argument that argues
that you don't exist. This is the thing you must assume. The point of this lesson is mainly to get them to think about
what they assume about reality. 

The children can learn this very abstract concept through the third set of questions. Does the fact that Gus thinks he
can feel and sense things in his dream make his dream the new reality? And then there is the question of what is real.
Is what way can the senses perceive reality? Is there any way to be absolutely sure of anything? Descartes argues that
you really cannot trust your senses because they can be easily deceived. By doubting their senses people learn to doubt
everything in the world around them. It is in fact this doubt that convinces Descarts that the only thing he can be sure
of is that he in fact exists. By asking the children what they can and cannot trust, they will learn to question things. 

Questions for Philosophical Discussion

by Andrea Abudayeh

Gus dreams that he is a tree, surrounded by many other trees.

1. Have you ever had a dream that seemed so real you didn't know you were dreaming?
2. Can you remember if you could feel things in your dreams?
3. Did you know you were dreaming?
4. How did you come to know it was just a dream?



5. Is there any way to know you are dreaming before you wake up?
6. How do you know you are not dreaming now?
7. Do you get used to the feeling of being in a dream, or the "dream state," and recognize it when you are in it?
8. How is the dream state different from the awake state?
9. Might there be other states of mind?

10. Have you experienced any other states of mind? 

Gus remembers the walks he has with his father in the forest.

1. Is there a difference between imagining and dreaming?
What about daydreaming?
What about really deep daydreaming?

2. Have you ever "thought" or daydreamed sounds, to the point where you actually heard the music or sound? 
3. Can the things you imagine seem real?
4. Can the things you imagine be real?
5. Can the things you imagine become real?

If that's the case then how is imagining different from predicting the future?
Could imagining something that ends up being true, just a way of time travel?
Can you be sure? 

6. Does your imagination affect what is going on around you? 

Addressing questions of reality

1. How do you know what is real?
2. Can you trust that what other people tell you is real actually is?
3. Has there ever been a time in which you thought you saw something, but you really didn't? 
4. Has there ever been a time when you were deceived?

By another person?
By a book?
By your senses?

5. Can you trust your senses?

Literature and reality 

1. People say that the author, Claire Babin, "dreamed Gus up."
Why do they say she "dreamed him up" instead of "she imagined him?"
Is there any way you can say that Gus is real now?
People say that Gus is a Tree is a real story. What can that mean?

2. If Gus the character in the story affects people's lives, then is the "imaginary" or fictional Gus acting as a cause?
3. If Gus is a cause then is it true that Gus actually exists?
4. Or is Gus just a part of Claire Babin, and it's her that is the cause?
5. What about when she dies?

Is this her way of acting across time; of having power even after her own death?
If she has power even after she is dead, does that make her immortal?

Maybe only until after the very last person in the world is finished reading her book or books?
What about if there is a 10,000 year gap, between readers? 
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