
Morris the Moose

Summary

Morris the Moose thinks that all of the new friends he meets down by the river must, like him, be moose. The problem
is that not a single one of them is a moose at all. Can they convince Morris that they are not moose like him?

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion by Thomas E. Wartenberg, augmented by Leo Heska

B. Wiseman's charming story, Morris the Moose, raises questions about knowledge and its relationship to evidence.
Morris thinks he knows that the cow he meets is a moose because the cow appears to satisfy the criteria Morris has for
being a moose, such as having four legs, a tail, and horns. The cow tries to convince Morris that she is not a moose by
telling him that she gives milk, moos, and has a mother who is a cow. None of this convinces Morris, who has an
answer to everything. Only when he eventually sees his own reflection, which is, after all, very different than the
cow's, is he willing to admit that the cow is not a moose and he has made a mistake.

This story raises some basic questions about the nature of our knowledge and how new evidence impacts upon it. Such
questions are part of the field of philosophy known as epistemology or the theory of knowledge. Although we often
take it for granted that we know certain things, we can't easily give an account of why we think we know them. Trying
to explain that is part of the task of epistemology.

Some philosophers have compared our system of beliefs to a huge sphere. Some beliefs are close to the center of the
sphere, they say, and others are closer to its surface. Nothing is so crucial that it can't be placed in doubt by new
evidence. That's why they prefer to talk about "belief" rather than knowledge. So when new evidence casts doubt on a
belief, they admit that we have to make some adjustments to the whole system of our beliefs to account for the
contrary evidence. But the evidence can't force us to give up any specific beliefs. We are like Morris, they tell us, in
that we can hold onto any belief we choose to, so long as we make suitable adjustments to other beliefs. In fact,
Morris' attempt to hold onto his belief that the cow is a moose reads like a parody of this philosophical account of
human knowledge.

Other philosophers reject this model and claim that there are certain beliefs about which we cannot be wrong. They say
that there are some statements that are so apparent to us that nothing could ever convince us that we were wrong about
them. For example, as I type this sentence, I am convinced that I have two hands (with which I am doing the typing).
These philosophers hold that such statements as "I have two hands" are so certain that nothing could ever convince
them that those statements are not true.

But even so, the question of how and why we revise our beliefs in the face of what one philosopher called
"recalcitrant experience" is an important philosophical question that is raised by this story. The fact that all of the
animals agree on who is what as a result of seeing their own faces suggests that there are some beliefs - those acquired
by direct perception - that ground all others. The idea that perceptual beliefs are the basis of all others is one that
philosophers have argued about.

By this point in the workshop (the fourth week) the children should already know the vocabulary word "claim," and
know that they are making claims during discussion.  You may need to explain the phrase "If so, what?" or you can
reword it when asking the questions. You may also need to define/explain the word "evidence."

When you ask "Can you claim something you don't really know?" the kids might volunteer examples. If they don't,
you can give a silly example, like "I claim that the dog is purple." Or explain about claiming things just to try out
different ideas, for example "People should skip instead of walking carefully" (but be careful with this!).

Question 4 under Knowledge and Truth aims at "Knowledge is (well) justified belief." You are trying to elicit a
statement that for knowledge you have to have reasons. If someone does say this, mark it. But the kids may not come
up with this on their own. If they don't, that's OK; let the discussion run a while.



Questions for Philosophical Discussion

Topic: Reasoning

When Morris sees a cow, he claims that the cow is a moose. When the cow says she's not a moose, Morris explains to
her why she is really a cow.

1. After Morris claims the cow is a moose, he gives reasons. What are Morris' reasons?
2. When the cow says she is not a moose, Morris tries to convince her. We can call this "reasoning." How does

Morris reason with the cow?
3. Does Morris' reasoning convince the cow?
4. Does Morris' reasoning convince you?
5. Is there anything wrong with Morris' reasoning? If so, what?

Topic: Knowledge and Truth
Morris claims that the cow is a moose.

1. Can you claim something you don't really know?
2. Can you claim something that isn't true?
3. Is that the same as lying? Can it be different sometimes? (Examples could include a kid claiming they can lift a

heavy object or walk a narrow object.)
4. Sometimes we say we believe things. Sometimes we say we know things. What is the difference?
5. If I tell you "there are 12 people in the room over there" and you say "I believe you," is that the same as

knowing? 
6. Does it feel the same to you?
7. Does Morris act like he believes, or like he knows?
8. Do you think that Morris believes, or that he knows?
9. If you asked Morris if he believed the cow was a moose, or whether he knew it, what do you think Morris would

answer?
10. Morris has reasons. Is Morris right that the cow is a moose? Is that true?
11. Is there more to knowledge than having reasons?
12. Can you know something that is not true?

Topic: Types of Knowledge
To convince the cow that she is a moose, Morris gives reasons (she has four legs, a tail, and things on her head).

1. Tell us something that you know, where you have a reason, and tell us the reason. (You can give examples here
to get the kids started)

2. Tell us something you know, where you don't have a reason. (Again, you can give examples)
3. How do you know the thing you just said you know? (In response to question 2)
4. Do you think that everything you know, you know for a reason?

Topic: Persuasion
The cow tries to persuade Morris that she's not a moose, but a cow.

1. How does the cow do this?
2. How does Morris respond?
3. Has anything like this ever happened to you?
4. Why do you think people keep saying they know something even though they don't?

Topic: Anger and compliance
The deer tells Morris and the cow that they are both deer. When Morris hears this, he gets angry and yells at the deer.

1. Does yelling make Morris right?



2. Why does he yell?
3. Imagine that you were the deer. How would it feel, when Morris starts to yell?
4. Would it convince you?
5. Might Morris yelling make you say you were convinced?
6. Might Morris yelling make you act like you were convinced?
7. Could there be a situation where somebody wants you to act like you are convinced? (You might come up with

examples here)
8. What should Morris should have said or done, to convince the deer that the deer was wrong, that Morris was not

a deer?

Topic: Sensory Experience and Belief
When the animals drink, they see their own reflections.

1. Why does seeing their own reflections convince the animals that they were wrong?
2. There is a saying: "Seeing is believing". What might this saying mean? Do you agree with it?
3. The cow give Morris evidence that he is wrong. What evidence does she give him?
4. Morris is not convinced by the cow, even when she gives him evidence. Why not?
5. Once Morris does see his reflection, he realizes his mistake, or his moosetake. Why?
6. Why was it so hard for Morris to admit that he made a mistake?
7. Can you think of other times when people don't admit their mistakes? Even when there is evidence?
8. Can you think of a time when evidence did convince someone, so they changed what they thought?
9. Do people have a hard time admitting that they are wrong? Why is that?

10. When Morris sees his reflection in the stream, that is evidence. How is that evidence different from what the
cow said?

Topic: The Nature of Philosophy
The animals all disagree with one another about who is what.

1. When the animals disagree with one another, how do they try to convince each other?
2. Do we ever disagree in this group? Do we ever try to convince each other in this group?
3. When the animals disagree and try to convince each other, do they do it just like we do, in our group? 
4. What are some things they do differently?
5. What are some things they do the same?
6. Can everything we discuss be settled by looking? (Refer to the discussions about bravery or The Important Book)
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