
The Ugly Duckling

A Story Module by Leo Heska for discussion with Young Philosophers

Summary

A duck sits on her nest containing 5 (presumably nice) white eggs and one ugly grey egg, larger than the
others. It takes longer to hatch than the others but eventually does. "Even the mother" was forced to admit
to herself that the chick is ugly. The "duckling" suffers the pains of other fowl calling him ugly. He has
some adventures, including encountering ganders, hunters, and a dog, and taking up residence with an old
woman. Eventually the "duckling" gets frozen into the ice, rescued by a man, and survives the winter at the
man's. Come spring he flies away, sees his reflection, and realizes he is a beautiful white swan. 

This story is set in Denmark. The long story we use comes from The Orange Fairy Book by Lang, who
credits "Hans Andersen." We also use a fragment (just the ending) translated from Andersen's original
Danish text. The two endings carry completely different morals.

Warm-up questions

Standard questions 

1. Who has read all of the story?
2. (If some admit to not having read all of it) How much of the story did you read?
3. Who can summarize the story for us? 
4. Does this story have a moral? If so, what is it? Do you agree with it?

Story questions 

1. Has everyone read both endings? 
Please tell us how the endings are different.

2. Who are some of the characters in the story? [mother duck, other duck moms, old Spanish duck,
hens, wild ducks, ganders, wonan, cat, hen, swans, man]

3. What do the wild ducks think about the "duckling" and what is the one thing they will not allow? [It's
none of their business if he's in their midst; they won't let him marry one of their daughters.]

4. How does the story characterize or portray turkeys? [Explain "characterize," "portray" if needed]
[Answer: "too stupid to swim.]

5. How did the man rescue the "duckling?" [Broke the ice by stomping with his thick wooden shoes.]
6. The story describes physical ugliness and beauty. But listen to this part: "His body seemed larger, and

his wings stronger. ... Oh, how glorious it felt to be rushing through the air, wheeling first one way
and then the other! He had never thought that flying could be like that!"

Might this be a description of power and grace?
If that is true, is this a kind of beauty?
Or maybe a beautiful feeling?

7. What kind of birds does the "duckling" find at the end of the story? [swans]
8. Does anyone know the term for a group of swans? [bevy]

Guidelines for philosophical discussion

This story is, obviously, primarily about aesthetics. However other related themes enter as well, for example
the other animals' reaction to the "duckling's" ugliness, what it means to belong to a group, and identity
(what is the "duckling" really, at various point of the story?).

There are a lot of seemingly random events in the story, such as the man walking by just at the right time
with heavy wooden shoes, enabling him to save the "duckling." How much of this is truly random and how



much is actually partially determined? For example people and swans both like to live near water. Or of
course the fact that the "duckling" spends a lot of time with domestic fowl.

The relationship between humans and animals comes up throught this story. The old lady with her cat and
hen, the man who saves the "duckling," the hunters, the dog (as agent of the humans, but doesn't actually
molest the "duckling"), the children at the end of the story who feed the swans. What is our impact on
nature, what is nature's impact on us? Is it ethical to feed pretty fowl and ignore, or at least not feed,
others? Should we maintain a hands-off approach altogether? What if we need to eat? Is it OK for hunters
to hunt ducks as is done in the story? Is it ethical for them to use a dog to help them? What if it weren't a
dog but a wolf doing the same thing on its own? How would that be any different?

Interspecies: The cat's interaction with the "duckling," the contemptuous attitude of the ducks toward
turkeys, animals talkng to one another. Do the children think that animals really talk to one another? What
language would or do they use? Have they observed mixed groups of animals? Mostly they seem to ignore
each other. How might they interact? Only when we are not looking or listening?

Questions for philosophical discussion

Aesthetics

1. The second paragraph begins: "It was under these burdocks that a duck had built herself a warm
nest, and was now sitting all day on six pretty eggs. Five of them were white, but the sixth, which
was larger than the others, was of an ugly grey colour."

How could there be six pretty eggs, but one was of an ugly grey colour?
Could it be the number that was pretty? In other words, it was a good quantity, plenty of eggs,
lots of them?
Can a group be pretty as a whole even if one individual, that is part of the group, is not?
Can this happen without just "drowning out" the one individual, hiding them, masking them,
ignoring them?  [An example of the latter is a discordant nusical chord within a melody, but the
melody as a whole is beautiful. "Chopsticks" is a good example, perhaps intermingled with
"Amazing Grace" as a contrasting piece with no discordance.]

2. [referring to Story Question 5 above] Are there more kinds of beauty than physical appearance?
Have you ever heard anyone speak of "poetry in motion?" Sometimes people describe dance or
dancers this way. What does that mean?
Ballet and other dancers often have faces that are quite plain, not beautiful or handsome. Are
they still beautiful?
Do they stop being beautiful when they stop dancing?
What about when they are onstage and not moving; paused in the dance, holding a posture?

3. Toward the very end of the story, the "duckling's" neck goes from being called "the awkward skinny
neck" to being called "his slender neck."

What might it mean for a neck to be awkward?
Is the author just talking about physical appearance? 
Can a thing be awkward without moving?
[Explain connotation and denotation] Can you think of some other word pairs that mean
(denote) the same thing but also mean (connote) opposite things? [Examples: skinny/slender,
fat/big, short/shrimpy, slow/retarded, intelligent/smarty-pants, cautious/scaredy-cat,
bold/foolhardy]
What is going on, when words can refer to (denote) the same thing but (connote) give us
different impressions?

4. The "duckling" realizes his own beauty at the very same time as he joins the bevy of swans. 
Do you think that beauty is the same as matching others' looks? 
Is beautiful another word for "fits in" or "belongs?"
Some people don't feel they are beautiful or handsome because they look different from others
they are with. If they went with others who looked more like them, would they be happier?

5. Is ugliness just something we think because it doesn't match what we think is beautiful?
How do we get these ideas, or feelings? Our judgements of what is or isn't beautiful?



6. Does everyone agree about what things (or people, or animals, plants, et cetera) are or are not
beautiful?

7. Can you think of even any one thing, that everyone thinks and agrees is beautiful?
8. Can you think of even any one thing, that everyone thinks and agrees is ugly?
9. How could you tell if a person was just pretending? 

10. Have you heard the expression "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder?"
What does this mean?
Is it true? Or is beauty something that is part of whatever is beautiful?

11. Have you heard the expression "Beauty is only skin-deep?"
What does this mean?
Is beauty only a surface thing?
The muscles that make up your face are not just skin deep; they are responsible for the shape
of your face, and therefore your beauty. So is beauty really only skin-deep?
Your flesh tone (the color of your face, for example) depends on your general health. Certain
illnesses can make your skin look different, sometimes in ways that many people consider to be
ugly or unattractive. So, if you have an illness in one of your organs, for example your liver, that
makes you look ugly, then is beauty only skin deep?

12. Your happiness (or unhappiness) and your attitude toward life affect the expression on your face.
Have you ever heard of someone "wearing" an "ugly expression on their face" or "having an
ugly look on their face?"
Have you ever seen someone who is "all mad" - that is, grumpy, mean, in a bad mood? Did
they look attractive at that time?
If your emotions and attitudes affect how your face looks, and can make you ugly, can they also
make you beautiful?
If this is true, is beauty only skin deep?

13. Do you think a person who is beautiful will have a happier, better life?
14. Do you think that a person with a happy, good life "looks better?"
15. Here are some elements in the story that indicate beauty or ugliness:

White egg versus ugly grey
Skinny neck
Big - the "duckling" is "big, awkward" when first hatched.
Awkward
Dull brown, on "duckling's" back when first hatched
Long naked neck
Not half so pretty as the little yellow balls (the real ducklings)
Lean, skinny

Are these things always ugly? Give some examples of times when they are not - for example, when
dull brown or skinny are considered beautiful.

Relations with others, ethics 

1. How do the other animals treat the "duckling" before he grows up?
2. Have you ever seen anyone be teased or picked on because somebody claims they are ugly?
3. How did that person feel? How would you?
4. Have you ever called anyone ugly?
5. Have you ever called any thing, that is, some thing that is not a person, ugly?
6. Is it OK to tell somebody they are ugly, or call them ugly, if it is true?
7. When others scorn the "duckling," "his brothers and sisters, who would not have noticed any

difference unless it had been put into their heads, soon became as rude and unkind as the rest."
Is ugliness something we need to be taught?
Is calling somebody ugly just a way of being mean? Is there really anything to it, at all?
If the brothers and sisters did not see the "duckling" as ugly, then was he?

8. If ugliness and beauty are just a matter of opinion, then are they even real?
If you or we say that beauty is real, then what do you do about those situations where some
people or ducklings think something is beautiful and others do not? 
Can we get everyone to agree?
Could someone convince you that something you think is ugly, is really beautiful?



What would happen if they made you say that the ugly thing is beautiful?
9. In the beginning, the mother duck cleans out her nest once the eggs have hatched: "Now the duck

had been carefully brought up, and did not like dirt, and, besides, broken shells are not at all
comfortable things to sit or walk upon."

Is a mess ugly?
Does your room ever get messy, and do you like it or dislike it when it does?

10. The mother duck doesn't like dirt because she had "been carefully brought up." 
Does this mean that she might think that dirt is pretty, beautiful, attractive, if she were brought
up poorly?
Or might she just not notice the dirt? Not be bothered by it but not like it either?
Does this mean that people who are well-brought-up are more able to appreciate beauty?

11. If you are well brought up, does that mean you are going to live in a more beautiful place, because
you tidy up and keep it cleaner?

12. Would you rather go to a friend's house that was nice and neat, or one that is a mess?
13. What about if you went to a place that stinks?
14. Here are some things or places that can stink: oil wells, garbage dumps, sewage plants, some

factories, dairy farms.
If somebody has to live next to one of these places, so their house stinks even if they keep it
clean, would you want to go visit them?
If their home is not nice, then is their life also not nice?
If you don't want to go visit them because their house stinks, does your reason matter to them?

Happiness

The last part of the last sentence of the story says: "... the duckling thought that it was worth while having
undergone all the persecution and loneliness that he had passed through, as otherwise he would never
have known what it was to be really happy."

1. Does this have anything to do with the rest of the story?
2. Is this like the moral of the story?
3. Would the story be better or worse without this last sentence?
4. What do you think of it? Do you agree with it?

Is it true that the swan had to undergo all that persecution and loneliness, so he could know
what it was to be really happy?
Does this mean that people with good lives can never experience true happiness?
Maybe "really happy" doesn't mean "truly happy" but rather "very happy." So then, does this
sentence imply that people with good lives can not experience very great happiness?

5. Should parents make sure to cause their children to be unhappy from time to time?
Or is just living life enough?

6. Do you think that the ugly duckling could be happier than you are because he suffered?
7. How much is enough, and how much is too much? What about a really miserable life? Could you be

truly happy after that?
8. Is this all just a way of teaching, or telling, or preaching to people "be thankful for your misfortunes?"
9. Is there any sense in that? 

10. Is there any sense in teaching that? 
Can you think of any reasons to do it, to teach that?
Are they good reasons?

11. Some people say that it's simply incorrect to be thankful for misfortunes. Be sad about the bad stuff,
happy about the good stuff - then you are more faithful to reality. 

Does that make sense?
Could there be problems with acting, living, feeling like that?

Randomness

1. The "duckling" gets frozen in the ice but a man walks by at just at the right time with heavy wooden
shoes, enabling him to save the "duckling."

Is this just an accident, or, say, a fortunate coincidence?



Swans and people both like to live near the water. Does it make sense that a man might
happen to be crossing the lake there and then?
How unlikely do you think it really is, that the man might come by?
If it is "kind of likely" or "very likely," then is it really just random chance?

2. Do you think that there is such a thing as fate, or destiny?
Could you say that it was the "duckling's" fate to be rescued? Or that it was destined to be
rescued?

3. If the "duckling" did not get rescued there would not be a story and we would never have heard of
any of this. 

Does that matter?
If that happened, then reality would be different. Looking backward in time, could we say that
this was really the "duckling's" fate or destiny because that is what actually did happen?
But could it have happened that the "duckling" didn't get rescued?

Relations between humans and animals

People interact with animals a lot in this story. The old lady has her cat and hen. The man saves the
"duckling." Hunters hunt ducks, they use a dog to help them. At the end of the story, the children feed the
swans, because they find them beautiful, and presumably want them to keep coming by their house.

1. Is it right to feed pretty swans because we find them pretty?
2. What do you think would happen if you tried to convince people to feed animals that they think are

ugly?
3. What is our impact on nature, when we feed wild animals?
4. Is feeding swans "people food" good for them?
5. Nobody is forcing the swans to eat the cake and bread. Does that make it OK to feed them?
6. Should we never interact with animals but just leave them alone?
7. What if we need to eat? 
8. If the hunters are hunting for meat to feed their children, would you tell them that they were doing

wrong?
9. Is it OK for the hunters to train the dog to be their helper, or their "agent" in the killing?

10. What if it were a wolf that did the very same thing, but on its own, instead of being trained by
humans? 

Relations between animals

The story is full of animals interacting and even talking to one another. The cat interacts with the
"duckling." The ducks are contemptuous toward turkeys.

1. Have you ever observed animals of different species, together?
What did they do?
Did they interact at all, or mostly ignore each other?

2. Do you think that animals really talk to one another? 
3. With some exceptions like dogs, it seems that animals mostly don't even notice that we are talking.

It's like our language is invisible to them.
Could animals also have some other kind of language (like telepathy) that we cannot notice?

4. Animals do grunt, and cackle, and make other noises. Is this language?
5. Do you suppose that the animals might talk to each other only when we are not around?
6. Are there other ways of communicating besides talking?
7. If you can communicate without talking, can animals?
8. What kinds of things can you communicate without talking?
9. Are there things you can't communicate without using language?

10. Suppose you find yourself stuck on an island with someone who is deaf. Or suppose that you, on that
island with them, are deaf yourself.

After living together for years, do you think you would be communicating with them?
How?
How well?



What would that communication be like? Rich? Poor?
Would it be a hassle?
Could you overcome the hassle?
What kinds of things could you not share, or do, with them?

Moralizing, indoctrination, propaganda, teaching

The two variant endings have markedly different morals.

1. What is the moral at the very end of the long story? The last sentence says "And when he heard that,
the duckling thought that it was worth while having undergone all the persecution and loneliness that
he had passed through, as otherwise he would never have known what it was to be really happy."

2. Another way of asking that question is, what is this sentence trying to teach you, or tell you, or
convince you to do? It is telling you what kind of person to be? Is it telling you how to act?

3. Now, what is the moral at the end of the portion of the story translated from Danish? The second
sentence of the last paragraph says "It was just too much happiness, but he was not at all proud, for
a good heart will never be proud!"

4. What is this sentence trying to teach you, or tell you, or convince you to do? It is telling you what
kind of person to be? Is it telling you how to act?

5. Are these two morals the same?
6. Is it OK for these two authors to do this? To add on their own morals, or "training statements?

Is it kind of sneaky, to do this?
Is it right for grownups to try to tell children how to be and act?
Who should do this? Who should be allowed to do this?

7. Suppose you just left those two sentences out. Would the story have a different message that it tells?
8. Do you prefer either of the two morals?
9. Would the story be better if it had neither of the two morals?

10. Did you even notice the morals the first time you read the story?
11. Do you think you "get" this kind of message even if you don't pay attention, don't notice?
12. Could somebody add bad, evil, wrong morals?

How could you tell?

Extra activity

If you would like, you may review with the children the very many different names for groups of animals.
For example a group of swans is called a "bevy" of swans. There are plenty of lists on the internet; also
many books including An Exaltation of Larks by James Lipton.

For use with Andrew Lang's and Hans Christian Andersen's versions of "The Ugly Duckling."
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