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Summary

Gawain the goose is really devoted to King Basil the bear and so he takes his job as Chief Guard of the Royal Treasury
seriously. When rubies, then gold ducats, and finally the world-famous Kalikak diamond vanish from the treasure
house, there is no way to account for the disappearances. Only Gawain and the King have keys!

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

by Leo Heska

As is very common in children's books, ethical issues play a chief role in this book about thievery and justice. Several
of the questions and question sets below apply ethical thinking to various situations. Not simply "is it right to not
admit?" but also, things like doing something to please someone else, though you do not want to. Note the subject of
affection, and whether it should affect your decisions; your behavior. You might want to write the words "affect" and
"affection" on the wall et cetera, and say this sentence ("Should your affection affect your decisions and behavior?)
and get the kids talking about the nature of affection. You could bring up that the ancients thought that physical things
(like a ball dropping) happened because of "natural affection." And/or discuss gravitation; how bodies do really attract
each other in a kind of "affection" in which "affect" could actually mean both things. If you like you can explain the
experiments of Henry Cavendish which we now consider to answer the question "What is the gravitational constant?"
or alternatively, "What is the strength of attraction between two masses?"

Questions of knowledge also come up; especially suspicion, and what are adequate grounds for coming to a decision
about guilt or innocence. If you are deciding something important, such as whether to lock somebody up, should or
should not your grounds change? Should your standards of evidence be higher? Is it possible to live your whole life,
exacting high standards of evidence, of certainty?

Questions of both personality and social and political philosophy are also surfaced. For example, is one person more
important than another, and if so, what might that mean? Economic justice is addressed in questions such as "Is it OK
for a king to be rich?"

Questions of intention arise; for example (though this question is not posed below and you need to consider it carefully
before asking it), what if you walk out of a store with something you did not pay for, but you did this by accident, not
meaning to steal? Is that still stealing? What if the person is very young? Mentally retarded? Distracted?

Questions of identity also arise. What, if anything, does it mean to "be a thief?" Is that in any way different from
committing an act of theft? From committing multiple acts? Are you really a different kind of person? Does this
depend on your point of view; for example, society's versus a co-worker's (in which case a strong aversion to thievery
could be really critical) versus a friend's or parent's?

The following questions make up a very rich set; possibly too many to get through in one discussion. Depending on
your group and situation, consider splitting your discussion over two sessions.

Questions for Philosophical Discussion

by Mary Cowhey, Thomas Wartenberg, and Leo Heska

Gawain agrees to be the Chief Guard at the Royal Treasury, even though the job bores him. He accepts the position
because of his affection for King Basil.



1. Have you ever done something that you really didn't want to do simply to please someone that you like?
2. Is there a limit to what you might do to please other people?
3. Do you ask other people to do things that they might not want to do?
4. Is there a limit to what you might ask others to do for you?
5. Do you think there should be a limit?

After the Kalikak diamond is stolen, Gawain feels that the king suspects that he is the thief.

1. Has someone that you like or admire ever accused you of doing something that you did not do? If so, how did
you respond?

2. Have you ever suspected that someone did something wrong and later you found out that the person was
innocent? What happened?

3. If you don't know anything about a person, it is better to be trusting or suspicious of his or her actions?
4. How do you know when to be trusting and when to be suspicious of others?

Gawain responds to the King's suspicion by being a little bit smart-alecky. This irritates the king and sets him against
Gawain. Adrian the cat (also the Prime Minister) takes advantage of this and "proves" with "flawless reasoning" that
Gawain must be the thief.

(Ask who knows about Sherlock Holmes - explain/describe as appropriate)

Perhaps Sherlock Holmes' most famous maxim is "Once you have eliminated all other possibilities, the one remaining
possibility, no matter how improbable, must be the truth."* 

1. Is this really possible? Ever? Can you ever really know all of the possibilities?
2. Suppose only you and your mom are in the room with a cake, and suddenly the cake disappears.

Is it 100% absolutely certain that either you or your mom ate it?
What about if space aliens suspended your consciousness for 10 seconds and snatched it?
What about if it suddenly self-destructed, leaving no trace?
What if you both were hypnotized and imagined it in the first place?
Think of, and tell us, some more "possibilities" on your own.

(Note: you will probably need to shut down the chaos that is likely to quickly ensue as the children offer more
and more crazy "possibilities"...)

3. In an imaginary world, could you ever run out of "possibilities" you could imagine? Aren't the possibilities
infinite?

4. (Possibly explain the word "omniscient") In the real world, could you, or anyone, ever know every single thing
that happened?

5. Can Sherlock Holmes' maxim ever work, either in the imaginary or the real world?
6. Can we ever use pure logic in the real world? Even if our reasoning is flawless, does that mean our

understanding of a situation is perfect?
7. Have you ever heard the phrase "Q.E.D." or "quod erat demonstrandum?" (Explain that it means "that which was

to be demonstrated" in Latin)
Is the author sneaking a meaning in here that only the elite can understand?
Did anybody say, not in Latin, that something was intended to be demonstrated?
What might that be?

8. "Questioning" can mean at least two things:
Trying to find the truth
Trying to force somebody to tell something.

What in the story tells us that the "questioning" might have taken a turn?
9. Was this a turn for the worse, for Gawain? 

10. When Gawain thought he saw the king suspecting him, what could he have done differently?
Do you think that if he had not "dinged" (confronted, been kind of sarcastic to) the king, things might not
have "come to a head?"
Looking back, was it smart for Gawain to imply to the king that he himself might be at fault?



How did the king react, emotionally? 
Was the king irritated, or threatened?
If your job as king requires that everyone believes that you are right all the time, could it be a threat to
your power, or to you, if someone hints that you might have made a mistake, or been wrong?
Do you think that Adrian the cat cleverly made use of the king's irritation? 
Was Adrian the cat jealous of Gawain?
Have you ever heard someone say "sometimes it's better just to keep your mouth shut," or "don't stick your
head up above the crowd, so you don't get it cut off" or "don't go sticking a stick into a hornet's nest?"
What could these things mean?
Could they be true?
Have you ever heard the phrase "speak truth to power?" 

What might it mean? 
Is it ever a good idea? When?
Is it ever not a good idea? When?

King Basil tells his court that Gawain has deceived them and stolen royal treasures.

1. What evidence shows that Gawain is a thief?
2. Has anyone ever accused you of doing something wrong? Was there any evidence?
3. Have you ever accused someone of doing something that they really did not do? Did you have any evidence?
4. What kind of evidence should the King see before accusing Gawain of stealing from the Royal Treasury?

When King Basil sentences Gawain to imprisonment, Gawain escapes by flying out of the courtroom.

1. Have you ever been punished for something that you didn't do? How did you react?
2. If you were Gawain's lawyer, how might you help him in court?
3. Why might someone think that Gawain should go to jail?
4. Someone who thinks that Gawain is innocent might feel that he should escape. Do you agree or disagree?

Derek accidentally discovers a passage into the Royal Treasury.

1. Do you think it is OK for a king to be wealthy?
2. What can you do, if you have great wealth, that you cannot do if you are not wealthy?
3. Is wealth a kind of power?
4. Does power come with responsibility? 
5. What if you have power but act irresponsibly?
6. Why are rubies and diamonds valuable?
7. Might a king have a treasury filled with candy instead of jewels?
8. Do countries really have great wealth inside their treasuries?

Decorating his home with jewels makes Derek feel wealthy and important.

1. What possessions make people feel rich and important?
2. What possessions make people feel poor and unimportant?
3. Do some people need to feel more important than others?
4. Do some people feel more important than others?
5. Why might this be?
6. What might you do to feel important?
7. Are some actions more acceptable than others?

Three days before Gawain's trial, Derek realizes that he is a thief.

1. Why doesn't Derek realise that he a thief immediately after he has stolen the royal treasures?
2. Derek looks in the mirror and doesn't think he looks like a criminal. Do all criminals look alike?
3. Derek regrets stealing from the Royal Treasury. 



Do you think people should be given a second chance when they do something wrong? 
State some reasons for and against the second chances.

4. Derek doesn't understand why he stole the rubies. Is it possible to do something and later forget why you did it? 
(Try to elicit several examples.)

5. Have you ever done something without meaning to steal, that someone else could call "stealing?"

After Gawain flies away, Derek steals more treasures so that everyone realizes that Gawainis not the real thief.

1. Eventually, Derek returns the stolen treasures. Why didn't he think of doing this earlier in the story?
2. What reasons does Derek give himself for stealing?
3. Is he fooling himself into thinking that stealing is right?
4. Do you ever fool yourself into believing something that is not true?
5. How can you fool yourself into believing something that you already know is not true? Since you know that you

are fooling yourself, you might not be fooled.

Derek finds Gawain and asks for his forgiveness. Gawain says that he can gladly forgive Derek but not the other
townspeople.

1. When might you forgive someone?
2. What is forgiveness?
3. Is forgiveness a feeling or an action?
4. (Mention and explain the phrase "Forgive and forget.") 

Is it actually possible to forget?
Is it actually possible to forgive?
Might it be possible to "forgive and forget" 95%, and that will be good enough?

5. Why might Gawain forgive Derek and not forgive the King and the townspeople?
6. Can you show forgiveness without saying the words "I forgive you"?

Gawain asks Derek whether he will confess his crimes to the King and the townspeople.

1. Why is it important to admit a crime?
2. Why do you think Gawain should confess to the court, even though he isn't the real thief? (Try to elicit several

reasons.)
3. Why do you think Gawain should keep quiet in court?  (Try to elicit several reasons.)
4. If you were Gawain, what might you do in court?

*This is stated in different words in various Sherlock Holmes stories:

Eliminate all other factors, and the one which remains must be the truth. (The Sign of the Four, chapter 1)
How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however
improbable, must be the truth? (The Sign of the Four, chapter 6)
It is an old maxim of mine that when you have excluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable,
must be the truth.(The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet)
We must fall back upon the old axiom that when all other contingencies fail, whatever remains, however
improbable, must be the truth. (The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans)
When you have eliminated all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the
truth. (The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier)
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