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Sophie’s World
A Novel About the History
of Philosophy
by Jostein Gaarder; translated by Paulette Møller

About this Guide
The questions and discussion topics that follow are designed to enhance your
reading of Jostein Gaarder’s classic bestseller, Sophie’s World. We hope they
will enrich your experience of this irresistible tale of mystery, philosophy,
fantasy, and exuberant living.
ISBN: 0-374-53071-8 | 544 pages

Introduction
With more than thirty million copies in print, Sophie’s World is an exciting, entirely innovative novel that thrives on
its contradictions. It is a page-turning adventure as well as a history of Western philosophy—from the discourse of
ancient Greece to debates about the Big Bang. Yet it is also a refreshingly contemporary coming-of-age novel with
echoes of science fiction.
The games begin when fourteen-year-old Sophie Amundsen finds two notes in her mailbox. One note asks, “Who are
you?” The other asks, “Where does the world come from?” From here, with the aid of a devoted but mysterious
instructor, Sophie sets off on a fantastic philosophical saga that will take her far beyond her small Norwegian
hometown. Letters give way to lectures, questions give way to quests, and the dimensions of Sophie’s world (as well
as our own) grow ever wider, deeper, and richer.

Questions for Discussion
1. The first chapter’s title, “The Garden of Eden,” underscores the concept of beginnings and origins. How did you
first respond to the initial two questions, “Who are you?” and “Where does the world come from?” Did your answers
change by the time you reached the end of the novel?
2. When Sophie first starts receiving letters from the philosophy teacher, she finds that each one is slightly damp,
having “two little holes in it.” Thinking of Sophie’s World as a mystery novel, what other “clues” did you encounter
over the course of the book? Were you able to use them to solve any riddles?
3. As Sophie watched the video tape in secret, what was your understanding of how Alberto Knox was able to bring
ancient Athens back to life? What distinctions are made in the novel between reality and the surreal? How do such
distinctions play out in your own life?
4. How did you react to Aristotle’s views on women? In your opinion, which of the thinkers in Gaarder’s history
provided admirable answers to questions about gender? What did you make of the fact that a vast majority of the
authorities in the novel are men?
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5. In the “Middle Ages” chapter, Alberto says, “We can say that Aquinas christianized Aristotle in the same way that St.
Augustine christianized Plato.” What was the result as these great medieval thinkers applied the teachings of Christ to
ancient philosophy?
6. “You could say,” Alberto tells Sophie, “that a process started in the Renaissance finally brought people to the moon. Or
for that matter to Hiroshima or Chernobyl.” What is this “process”? What is the relationship between philosophy,
religion, economics, and science? How much of contemporary life is the result of Renaissance ideals?
7. “Bjerkely” marks the transition from Sophie’s to Hilde’s point of view. Both of the heroines in Sophie’s World are
going through phases of rapid physical, intellectual, and emotional development. How do their lives, personalities, and
philosophies compare? What makes Berkeley/Bjerkely an appropriate backdrop for putting such dualities in the
spotlight?
8. What parallel does Hilde’s father build between the French Enlightenment and the United Nations? How does this
parallel compare to the UN analogies in the “Kierkegaard” chapter? In what other ways does philosophy reverberate
throughout current international politics?
9. Explain the “red-tinted glasses” experiment employed in the “Kant” chapter. What does Sophie discover about rationalists and empiricists along the way? How do these questions of perspective apply to issues in your own life?
10. In the “Romanticism” chapter, Alberto quotes a character from Henrik Ibsen’s Peer Gynt as saying, “One cannot die
in the middle of Act Five.” What is your interpretation of this line? What do the poets and the other philosophers
discussed in this chapter say about the nature of life and identity?
11. “In a sense,” Alberto tells Sophie, “Freud demonstrated that there is an artist in everyone.” Is this point of view valid?
Compared to other notions proposed throughout the book, were Freud’s the most radical or the most mundane?
12. Discuss the concept of theaters and role-playing as they unfold in the novel. Do you agree with Alberto’s assertion
that “the Baroque period gave birth to modern theater”? What were the playwrights involved in the “theater of the
absurd” trying to say? How did their motivations compare to those of Shakespeare and his contemporaries?
13. In the “Big Bang” chapter, we find that stargazing is actually a form of time travel. How do these concepts of time
shape the novel’s closing scenes?
14. More than once in these pages, the child’s perspective is mentioned as a paradigm for how philosophers should think
or perceive. Though they are at an age when they are beginning to leave childhood behind, do Sophie and Hilde possess
greater wisdom than their elders?
15. Sophie’s World encompasses numerous time periods, cultures, discoveries, and belief systems. How many of the
novel’s terms and references were you already familiar with? Which aspects did you most want to research further?
16. Ultimately, what is a “philosophical project”? Does reading a novel—or any book—constitute a philosophical
project? Does language limit or spur philosophical exercise? Can philosophy be learned?
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Praise
“First, think of a beginner’s guide to philosophy, written by a schoolteacher . . .Next, imagine a fantasy novel—something
like a modern-day version of Through the Looking Glass. Meld these disparate genres, and what do you get? Well, what
you get is an improbable international bestseller . . . a runaway hit . . . [a] tour de force.” —Time
“Brilliant . . . Unlike any other novel in this or other years.” —The Boston Sunday Globe
“Extraordinary . . . The book will serve as a first-rate introduction for anyone who never took an introductory philosophy
course, and as a pleasant refresher for those who have.” —Newsweek
“Remarkable . . . A whimsical and ingenious mystery novel that also happens to be a history of philosophy.” —The
Washington Post Book World
“Sophie’s World is sheer delight. How I wish I’d had it during my college freshman survey of philosophy!” —Madeleine
L’Engle

About the Author
Jostein Gaarder, an award-winning novelist and short-fiction writer, was born in 1952 in Oslo, Norway. He taught high
school philosophy for eleven years before becoming a full-time writer. He lives with his family in Oslo and is also the
author of The Solitaire Mystery.
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